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| had no senses. Crazy, | know, but it’s true. In comparison to 
most people, it wasn’t much. Well, in comparison to everyone. It’s 
pretty depressing. Most people | knew had at least three, some had 
five, a very few had all six. |, on the other hand, was a special case. | 
had been born without even one sense. Perhaps by this point you’re 
wondering whether I’m blind and deaf, and if you’re not, too bad. I’m 
going to tell you anyway. No, | was neither blind nor deaf. No one in 
the world was because those were not senses. Sight, smell, and sound 
were things every child was born with. | could see, smell, and hear 
fabulously. The senses | rather unfortunately lacked were touch, 
taste, flight, knowledge, and reading. Yes, | assure you, all of those 
absolutely are real senses. At least, in Irth they were. Back to the 
sixth sense now. Some people believe they have the sense of killing. A 
handful of people do actually have it, so you probably ought to listen 
when they tell you so. This sense, believe me, was tremendously rare 
and a dangerously real thing. When someone had the sixth sense, as 
that was what everyone in Irth called it, they were overcome with a 
hideous desire to murder people who had wronged them in some form 
or fashion. 

|, being the main character of this story, was lucky enough not 
to have an uncontrollable craving to kill. My dear old dad and Mother 
were alive and well, albeit rather reserved. They didn’t care what we 
ate because | could taste nothing. | wouldn’t know the difference 
between ice-cream and jalapenos. Somewhat mercifully, | was used 
to such things. | had, after all, been born with the disability. I’d also 
been born with the inability to feel anything. I’m sure this is hugely 
difficult for you to grasp, but bear with me. You must try to 
understand that this was the way things were in Irth. If you were 
born with touch and taste, you were born lucky. It was, as you can 
imagine, unusual for a child to be born with zero senses. The other 
children | knew were nothing short of idiots. They were harsh and 
spoiled rotten. | was brighter than all of them combined, even 
without the sense of knowledge. 

|, however, ignored them all. | knew there had to be some way 
of attaining all five, even six, senses. When | noticed people flying 
past my window, | wondered what it would be like to do what they 
could. When | put food in my mouth, whether burnt to a crisp or not, 
| wondered what it was like to taste that bite. What did it feel like 
to hold a pencil in my fingers? To understand the words on a page? | 
wanted to live a life worth living. A life where | wasn’t considered 
dull and dumb, even to my greatest of friends that | didn’t yet have. 
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When the lights of my small room flickered on, | pushed myself 
up tn bed. Mother stood by the chest of drawers with a vacant 
expression on her face. She rarely spoke unless it was undoubtedly 
necessary. She always wore long gray skirts with white shirts. 
Mother had been born with touch, taste, and knowledge. | had often 
asked my parents what it was like to feel or taste things, but they 
always avoided the question or answered my question with one of 
their own. | had given up on ever getting a straight answer from 
them a long time ago. Those days | had just one simple question, but 
it was one that no one had yet been able to provide an answer to. 
Anyway, | rubbed the sleep from my eyes and focused on my mother. 

“Get up, Alaric. It’s nearly time for school. Your father will be 
leaving any minute now. Hurry and come to the kitchen,” she said in 
that monotone voice she used. Monotone and akin were the perfect 
words for everything that happened in Irth. 

“Yes, Mother,” | muttered. 

| climbed out of bed and pulled on my gray school uniform. 
When I turned to look in my dusty mirror, | saw a dull boy of sixteen. 
| saw myself dressed in an old gray button-up shirt with tan pants. 
That was all | ever saw. | was nothing special, as I’d been told many 
times, and | never gave myself the benefit of the doubt. | was Alaric 
Folly whom no one cared anything for. Well, nearly no one. 

| sat at the rickety table when | entered the kitchen. | placed 
my backpack beside my chair and ate the sad slice of toast that lay 
pitifully on my plate. | chewed the tasteless breakfast then stood to 
hug Father. He always embraced Mother and me before leaving for 
work. | sometimes wished | could have felt Father’s hug, but in 
sixteen years, | still had not. Oh well. | supposed | was used to having 
a sucky life. 

“Bye, Mother,” | called as | walked through the door. 

“Have a nice day, Alaric,” she called before the door shut. 

As | walked along the cracked sidewalks, | attempted to imagine 
what the sixth sense must feel like. If it consumed you with an urge 
to kill someone who had hurt you, would either of my parents still be 
breathing? | mean, | loved my mother and father, don’t get me wrong, 
but they acted as though they couldn’t care less. Perhaps it was 
because everyone in Irth did what everyone else did, and everyone 
else avoided me because of my senselessness. 

| heard the school bell clang right as | hurried through the door 


to school. The halls were already empty as | shoved my things into 
the locker. When | made it to the classroom at last, the teacher 
ceased at once what she was doing and waited until | had takena 
seat. | felt every eye follow me toward the desk. Before | had even 
gotten all my stuff out, the teacher spoke. 

“You’re late, Mr. Folly. Rather unusual. What kept you?” 

My teacher was named Mrs. Jolly, though she was anything but. 
She was young and pretty and nosey as they came. If a single detail 
differed from the previous day, she had to be the first to know why. 
She had the sense of Rnowledge, which might make you think she 
knew what to do with it, but she didn’t have a clue. Mrs. Jolly wasn’t 
the sharpest crayon in the box, if you catch my meaning. 

“| was busy, ma’am. It won’t happen again,” | replied. 

“Busy with what?” 

| sighed. “It’s not important.” 

Mrs. Jolly narrowed her eyes at me, but she resigned herself 
from questioning me and instead continued with the class. “As | was 
saying...” 

| let the rest drift straight through one ear and out the other as 
| stared pointlessly out the window. | tried to imagine a world where 
people smiled and laughed. In those days, it wasn’t Uncommon for 
everyone to wear dreary expressions or push rudely past others. 
Manners were Uncommon, which seemed backward to me. To receive 
a hat tip in greeting was an impossible thing in Irth or even a little 
smile of hello. The people of Irth dodged one another for fear of the 
sixth sense. You would have thought the world was plagued the way 
everyone was so distanced. 

By the time | was itn my final class of the day, | realized | had 
managed to sleep through all my other lessons. | didn’t care terribly 
because there was one certain class which mattered to me. It was 
the teacher of that particular class whom | wished to speak with. 
That teacher whom | thought could answer the question that no one 
else would talk to me about. Naturally, it was the question which 
drew my utmost attention. 

As the literature lesson dragged on, | waited patiently. In all 
honesty, | wasn’t sure why | was even in the class since | couldn’t 
read. It never really made sense to me, but then again, | didn’t have 
the sense of knowledge either so maybe that had something to do 
with it. | cared a bit, not much, that | had no senses while others had 
three or five. The man who taught my class had five senses. Some 
people quietly suspected that he might have the sixth sense as well 


because he was rather kind and had only one breathing parent. The 
other one could have died from natural causes, true, but we’re 
speaking of teenagers. Rumors spread as swiftly as wildfire. 

| sat patiently until my peers had left the room before | 
confronted Mr. Higgins. | shouldered my pack and slowly strode 
toward my literature professor. | did not raise my eyes as | spoke. 

“Professor, | wondered if you might answer a question for me. 
No one else wants to answer it, or they simply can’t answer it,” | 
said softly. 

Mr. Higgins looked up at me and smiled, which was certainly 
strange to see in Irth. “Well, | suppose that depends on what the 
question is, dear boy,” he answered. 

“Do you Rnow ... Is it rare to be born with all five senses?” 

“| believe it ts.” 

“Were you born with all five?” 

“| have all five senses,” he answered somewhat hesitantly, | 
thought. 

| raised a brow. “| Rnow, but were you born with all five?” 

“Why do you want to know?” 

“I’m trying to get a better grasp of the senses and how they 
work. You see, | was born senseless, Professor. No taste, no physical 
feeling, nothing. | can’t even read. | ask because | wonder whether 
there is away to... gain... the senses. I’ve noticed that some 
people aren’t born with all five senses, but then suddenly they have 
all five, even six sometimes. Do you know how such a thing could be 
possible, Professor?” 

Mr. Higgins studied me as | spoke. | didn’t know what he was 
hoping to find or hear, but | guess he found it. “You’re undeniably 
right, Alaric. There are ways to receive the senses, though | would 
strongly advise you against trying. Not many people have returned 
with even a single sense. For that matter, not many have returned.” 

| sighed. “| have to at least try. Please.” 

“All right. | remember one sense. After decades in the dullness of 
Irth, the memories have all but abandoned me. | can tell you a bit 
about the sense of touch.” 

“Okay.” 

“North of Irth there’s a large metal television. | don’t recall the 
details, but | do know that something wasn’t right about the TV. | 
regret that’s all | have to offer.” 

| nodded as | made my way toward the door. “Thank you.” 

“That’s all you came to ask?” my professor called. 


| glanced warily over my shoulder and shook my head slowly. 
“There is another thing,” | said. “What do you know about the sense 
of killing?” 

He furrowed his brows. “You believe the sixth sense is real?” 

“I’ve seen it before my eyes.” 

“I’m afraid | cannot say the same. I’m sorry you had to see 
that,” he muttered. 

“| don’t think of it much anymore, but I’m not here to talk 
about that. Professor, do you or don’t you recall it on your journey?” 

“1...” He sighed heavily. “| do, yes. | did not receive the curse of 
killing, but it was nearly forced upon me regardless. | know that 
many travel there for the soul purpose of gaining the horrible thing. | 
thought, maybe, | could stop the sense from ever being given again, 
but my attempt was futile.” Mr. Higgins hung his head. 

| thanked him again and pulled open the door. “Good afternoon, 
Professor.” | closed the door behind me and started toward my house. 
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| lay tn bed that night, thinking about what Mr. Higgins had told 
me. A television seemed a strange thing to have lying outside of Irth, 
but perhaps he had misremembered the memory. He had also said 
something was strange about TV, but | could think of nothing odder 
than it being there to begin with. | let my mind wander to the last 
thing my professor had said. Could it really be possible to rid Irth of 
the sixth sense or was Mr. Higgins a touch mad? Granted, both could 
be true, but | was betting the latter was the more accurate. No 
offense to my professor, but he had said a few incomprehensible 
things of late. Nevertheless, | planned to make an effort. Who 
wouldn’t want to live tn a world where you didn’t have to fear death 
with each breath you drew in? 

| shook my head to clear my thoughts and lay back on my soft 
pillow that | could never be sure was actually soft. For all | knew, | 
could be lying on a rock, and | wouldn’t know the difference. | guess 
my life was pretty disappointing, all things considered. 

When the lights in my room sputtered on, | opened my eyes and 
saw my father standing in the doorway. | watched as he closed the 
door silently behind him and then he did something | had not seen 
him do in many years; he smiled. |, confused as | was, did not return 
the kind gesture. Father sat beside me on the bed and his smile 
quickly melted away. 

“Alaric, | apologize. There’s something you should know,” he 
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whispered. 

“What do you mean?” | asked, a little unsettled. 

“| heard you asked your professor about the senses .. .?” | 
nodded. “Well, | only had one sense when | was born. The sense of 
reading. | understand what it’s like to be shunned by everyone. | 
think you should do whatever it takes to get the other senses.” 

| blinked. “Really?” 

“| had one, now | have five. | was given the other four senses, 
Alaric. | traveled to all the places, met all the Keepers of the senses, 
and they granted me the other four. | won’t discourage you from 
trying, but | will tell you that it’s probably not the greatest idea 
you’ve had.” 

“Well, | don’t have the sense of knowledge so ! guess | can’t 
take credit for being smart,” | smiled a small smile. “Father, what 
about the sixth sense?” 

My father turned away. “There’s no such thing.” 

“Then what happened all those years ago, when that man 
mysteriously disappeared? | know you saw what happened, and so did 
|. You can’t sit there and explain it away like he didn’t—” 

“We’re not going over this again, Alaric,” Father replied as he 
moved toward the door. 

“He killed himself,” | mumbled. “You know he did.” 

“That’s enough.” 

| stood up. “It’s not enough! I’m sick of you and Mother 
pretending everything is perfect and wonderful when it’s just the 
opposite! Irth is nothing if not dangerous and broken!” | sighed. “I’m 
tired of everyone telling me that the sixth sense doesn’t exist when 
I’ve witnessed its existence.” 

Father turned around slowly to look at me and said something 
under his breath. “Fine. Yes, we saw him take his own life. The sixth 
sense is real, but it’s safer for us all to believe that it isn’t.” | heard 
the rest as he walked out the door. “Please, Alaric, it’s for all of our 
safety.” 

| stumped on my bed and felt my shoulders fall as | stared out 
the brown-tinged window. | wondered if that was the reason—the 
incident—my parents seemed... detached. Had they quit caring 
about life because they knew the sixth sense was real? Were they 
afraid that if they lived their lives, really lived for once, that someone 
would kill them? Sure, it was frightening to know there were people 
out there who were willing to kill the moment you muttered the 
wrong thing, but that wasn’t a reason to sink into a life of repetition 


and boredom. 

| swiped my hands down my face and let my head rest in my 
palms. | thought about the sixth sense again. If there really was a 
way to get rid of it forever, as my professor believed there was, what 
would it take to make that happen? Was it something that | could do 
on my own? Was it something that was worth my time? It probably 
was. If | were to rid Irth of the sixth sense for good, everyone 
wouldn’t have to live in fear anymore. People would be free to do 
whatever they wanted and actually enjoy themselves for once. Irth 
without the sense of killing would be undoubtedly lifechanging. Irth 
might finally be worth living in. Wow. Wouldn’t that be something. 

| finally lay tn my bed properly and closed my eyes. 

“Alaric, dear, please try not to be late for school this time,” 
Mother said from the kitchen. 

“Of course, Mother,” | answered as | rubbed tiredness from my 
eyes and walked into the kitchen. 

| took a seat and ate the blackened toast. | was thankful | 
couldn’t taste it as | swallowed the dry substance. | told my father 
goodbye as | did every morning, and kissed Mother’s cheek. | caught 
her tiny smile as | walked out the door toward school. | didn’t plan on 
returning home anytime soon, so |! was glad that she was ignorantly 
happy for once. 

| arrived at the gray school building in time to see the other 
students marching inside. | followed the crowd through the heavy 
doors and made my way to the lockers. | was unsurprised to see lan 
standing there, blocking my locker. | saw him standing there most 
mornings, simply because he could, and he had nothing better to do 
with his time. He wasn’t even mean. He was annoying because | had 
no senses, and he had four. | think we were bordering on a great 
friendship. | met his eyes and returned the scowl. 

“What did you talk to Mr. Higgins about, Alaric?” lan asked in 
that snarly voice of his. 

| shrugged. “As much as | would love to listen to you rant, | have 
better things to do. Why don’t you just move, and I’ll go to class. 
Please?” 

“Not until you give me an answer.” 

| leaned nearer to him and whispered in his ear. “The sixth 
sense.” | pulled away and snorted at his shocked expression. 

He took a few steps backward, eyes wide. “You can’t seriously 
believe that’s real.” 

| rolled my eyes and pulled open my locker to put my things 


away. “Believe what you will, but I’ve seen it.” | shut the metal door 
as the bell rang. “I should really be going now. | can’t afford to be late 
twice in a row.” 

| spun on my heel, meaning to leave, but lan stopped me. His 
voice was barely a whisper. “You don’t mean... Do you have the 
sixth sense?” 

“lan, | haven’t got any senses. | never have. Soon, though, soon 
I’m going to have all five and rid Irth of the sixth sense. Of course, 
that will have to wait until after school.” 

| brushed the limp hand from my shoulder and walked away, 
leaving lan in stunned silence. | heard htm whispering behind my back 
to his friends, but | didn’t care. | sat in my seat and paid attention to 
my teachers in each of my classes. | didn’t want everyone to think | 
was a slacker, after all. Especially if | didn’t make it back to Irth. 
Besides, it made it easier to sit up straight during my literature class. 
| wasn’t going to risk losing an audience with Mr Higgins. 

| heard the bell ring at last and watched the students stream 
out of the classroom, leaving me alone with the professor. | walked 
over to his desk and shrugged my backpack over one shoulder. 

“Thanks for everything you told me the other day. I’m sure it’ll 
all be useful at some point. Thank you, Professor, and goodbye.” 

Mr. Higgins glanced up and frowned. “Are you leaving today?” 

“| don’t see why | shouldn’t.” 

My professor sighed and dropped his head. “Alaric, | thought | 
dampened your desire to go after the senses. It’s folly and it’s 
dangerous. You don’t know what the Keepers of the sixth sense are 
capable of. You can’t go if you value your life. It will ruin you,” he 
said, rubbing his face with his hands. “Alaric, please don’t do this. 
Success is a small thing compared to your life. Just live the life you 
have and find a way to enjoy it. Please.” 

| shook my head. “I’m sorry, Professor. | can’t do that. My life ts 
nothing without the senses. You don’t know what it’s like not being 
able to taste the food | put itn my mouth, not to feel the things | pick 
up. It’s awful. There isn’t a way to enjoy even a day of it. I’m leaving, 
and I’m not coming back until | have five senses.” 

“Okay. Be careful, Alaric. I’m sure Irth will thank you for ridding 
it of the killing sense. Go and be safe.” 

| nodded and turned toward the door. “Always, Professor.” 
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| shoved my backpack itn my locker and left the school. | didn’t 
go home because | didn’t want to have that conversation with my 
parents. Besides, | already talked to my father about it, so | figured 
he would know exactly what | was doing. | suppose | could have gone 
for provisions, but | wasn’t going to. There would be too many 
questions that | wouldn’t be able to give answers for. | ultimately 
decided not to go and instead began to walk north and keep walking 
north and keep walking north. 

| walked through a forest at some point during the night and 
found a nice tree to sleep under. | pulled my legs close to my body for 
warmth and laid my forehead on my Rnees. It took longer than | 
would have liked for me to fall asleep because of all the animals, but 
| did eventually drift off. When | woke up, bright and early, | got on 
my feet and kept walking. Obviously, since I’m not a complete idiot, | 
slept facing north. 

The farther | went, the more | doubted my professor’s words. I’d 
been stumbling through the forest for ages, and | had yet to see any 
television in the middle of nowhere. In fact, the only things | did see 
were trees and brambles that relentlessly scratched me. Well, | 
couldn’t feel the cuts, but they still cut me continuously. Anyway, 
my point stood. There was no television that | could see. 

| ate nothing for several days, which wasn’t a good thing. My 
strength was beginning to fail me, and walking became slow and 
difficult. | sagged to my knees one evening and had to crawl to lean 
against a tree. The entire time | was out there in the forest, | 
couldn’t help but be grateful that | couldn’t feel the bruises and 
scratches and roughness of the trees | slept under. At some point 
during my search for the supposed TV, the days began to melt 
together and even now it would be impossible for me to tell you how 
many days it took to reach the barren land where my limbs failed me 
entirely. 

| staggered across the rocky, reddish-brown surface until my 
legs would no longer pull my weight. | noticed large rocks with 
overhangs and smaller, loose pebbles, but no television. | lay there on 
the ground, aimlessly watching a human silhouette in the far woods, 
until my eyes grew weary, and my body slumped in rest. 
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When | came to, | sat up groggily and stretched the tiredness 
from my arms and legs. | was on my feet by the time | realized I’d 


been lying on a rock. | didn’t recall placing myself there which, 
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clearly, meant someone had moved me. | noticed that the rock itself 
was rainbow. Well, not so much rainbow as it was slathered ina 
rainbow sludge. | stared at it with distaste before turning on my heel 
and walking farther into the barren land. The moment | took a step, | 
gathered that | was no longer weak. | mean, my legs held me 
perfectly fine, my arms didn’t fall heavily to my sides, and | could 
easily lift my head. | didn’t see how that was possible overnight, but | 
didn’t argue. | continued on my way toward a figure in the distance. 

| halted before the figure and saw that it was a girl my age. Her 
hair hung on her shoulders in wild waves and there were little white 
flowers tangled in the brown mess. Her eyes were closed, though | 
noticed that her lashes appeared to be exceptionally long. She didn’t 
seem happy with her lips in a frown and her brows pressed together. | 
shrugged and turned away from her, but something strange stole my 
attention. The girl wore white pants and a white shirt, nothing odd, 
until | glanced down, and my mouth dropped open. She stood ina 
puddle of the same rainbow liquid that was on the rock and it 
seemed to be climbing up her legs. Her shoes were slathered in red, 
then orange, yellow, and so forth until the color stopped at her 
shoulders. From her shoulders up, the shirt was white, and her face 
was ordinary. | waved a hand in front of her eyes, but she didn’t 
flinch. | shook her shoulder roughly and still there was no sign of life 
except that she was breathing. 

| gave up on waking her and turned away, then my breath 
caught a second time. | was only a few feet from the television my 
professor had spoken of, and boy was it huge. | estimated that it was 
at least six times the size of an ordinary TV, and even that might 
have been an understatement. It was made of metal that looked 
weathered and rusted. The strangest thing? There was no screen. 
Where one ought to have been there was instead a gaping hole 
covered by a waterfall of melting rainbow. | could barely tell that the 
color went down the front and back of the television, making trails 
of liquid farther than the eye could see. | don’t know what | had been 
expecting to see, but it wasn’t that. | had never anticipated a huge, 
melting television. 

| tore my gaze from the TV and glanced at the puddle that the 
girl stood in. As | thought it would, the trail at her feet joined with 
the television’s trail. | followed the rainbow to the massive TV and 
stared at the lethargic waterfall. | looked over my shoulder at the girl 
once more to see if she would do anything, which she didn’t, so | 
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took another step toward the sludge. If | could walk through and get 
the sense of touch that easily, | would go without hesitation. You 
would have done the same thing, trust me. | walked through the first 
fall of color and noted that the interior of the TV was entirely empty 
and disgustingly rusted. | listened to my steps echo as | walked 
across the metal, then | exited through the back colorfalland... 
Absolutely nothing happened. | was on the other side of the 
television, but that was it. All that build-up for literally nothing 
except the other side. 

| sighed dejectedly and returned to the girl, hardly noticing that 
the rainbow sludge hadn’t covered me with wetness or even turned 
me a different color. When | stood beside the girl, | saw her eyes 
open. They were not any eye color | had ever seen before. Her eyes 
were dark orange, and they seemed to glimmer, shifting from light 
orange to bright orange to deep orange. | couldn’t help but stare as 
she spoke in a tired voice. 

“You must be here for the same reason as everyone else,” she 
said, sounding like she was sick of talking to me already. 

| folded my arms over my chest. “I, uh, suppose | must be.” 

“What’s your name?” she asked. 

“Alaric.” 

“No middle name? Last name?” 

“Alaric Folly.” 

“All right, Alaric Folly, why do you want the sense of touch, of 
feeling?” she inquired, though she still sounded bored out of her mind. 
lt made me wonder how long she’d been there by herself, granting 
people the sense of touch. 

“| want the sense—” 

She held up a hand. “And please, don’t give me some ridiculous 
speech. Just tell me why you want the sense.” 

“| wasn’t going to give you a speech,” | grumbled. “Anyway, | 
just want the sense of feeling so that | can, you know, feel things. 
Feel cold and hot, feel the rain on my head, the tears on my face. | 
want to feel things whether they’re good or bad. | want to be able to 
feel, even if it’s pain.” | stopped talking, realizing that | had been 
giving her an unwanted and ridiculous speech. “Sorry, but you don’t 
know what it’s like not being to feel. It sucks. A lot.” 

She studied me closely for a moment, probably wondering if | 
was as stupid as | sounded, then smiled. “Okay. I’ll be happy to help 
you.” She reached out her hand. “Take my hand and we’ll walk 
through the Melting Television.” 


“And | can’t do that myself because .. .?” 

She rolled eyes. “You aren’t the Keeper, last | checked. It’s not 
something just anybody can go get for themselves. If you want the 
sense of feeling, then let’s go.” 

I'd forgotten there were Keepers of the senses. That made a lot 
of sense. Kept things under control. | sighed. “All right. But | do have 
One question.” 

“They always do,” she mumbled under her breath. “Yes?” 

“Does it hurt?” 

“It doesn’t hurt me. Then again, | am the Keeper. | suppose it 
could hurt if you’ve got any severe injuries, but | took care of that 
for you already.” She paused and scrunched her brows. “Come to 
think of it, there was this one woman who fainted.” 

“Delightful,” | said dully. 

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. You won’t even be able to feel 
anything until we’ve passed through both falls.” 

| shrugged. “Okay, if you say so.” 

She gestured for me to follow her. “Let’s go then.” 

“There’s one more thing I’d like to Rnow,” | said. “What’s your 
name?” 

“Stlena.” 

| nodded and followed her back to the sludgy TV, wondering 
exactly what she thought she could do that | couldn’t do myself. | did 
notice that the closer we got, the more rainbow Silena seemed to 
become. This time, however, it wasn’t only her clothes. No, it was her 
eyes as well and her hair and fingernails. It was almost as though the 
rainbow was inside her body, and the nearer to a large amount she 
got, the more it yearned to be released. That was entirely crazy, 
obviously, but I’m just telling you what | saw and what | thought 
about it. 

| steeled myself and turned toward her. “Why are you rainbow?” 
| asked somewhat reluctantly. 

“Well, the color ts inside of me and a part of me. If I’m really 
close to the source of power, the color comes to the surface. It also 
has healing properties, but that can cause a lot of pain. Anyway, it’s 
because | need to have the magical color inside me in order to grant 
the sense of feeling to others,” she answered, resting her hand on my 
arm as we neared the television. “It also needs to have contact with 
whomever | give the sense to. You know, so it actually transfers into 
your body.” 

| nodded slowly. “Does it... keep you alive? What will happen if 


you leave?” 

She laughed softly. “It does not keep me alive, no. If | left, I’d 
have less power and the rainbow sludge would eventually drain 
completely from my body. | don’t know what would happen to the TV 
though, or the sense of feeling. Basically, it allows me, as the Keeper, 
to use its magic and give others feeling.” 

“Then why can’t it work that way for anyone?” 

“| think it made me special for the job. I’m not exactly... 
human... the way you are. I’m flesh and bones, yes, but the magic is 
a part of me. Due to that magic being in me, | have all the senses. 
Without it | might die, or worse. | could simply disappear.” 

| stayed silent after that depressingly ominous statement and 
continued to let her lead me to the Melting Television. As we walked 
through the colorfalls, her skin began to lightly shine with magic. 
After we’d gone past the first fall and we were inside the TV, | began 
to wonder whether feeling would be too much for me. What if it 
killed me? Was | willing to risk my life just to be able to feel my 
mother’s hand on my arm or my father’s grip on my shoulder? To feel 
the scratches and the bruises? Yes, as a matter of fact, | was. | was 
willing to do nearly anything if it meant | would be able to feel 
things for the first time in sixteen years. 

The moment we stepped through the second fall, Silena’s hand 
slackened in mine as she collapsed to the ground. | managed to catch 
her before her head hit, and | realized the color was beginning to leak 
from her body like water from a sponge. Her attire returned to its 
natural white, her hair and nails to their normal selves. | lifted her 
into my arms and carried her back to the puddle | had seen her in 
before. | carefully laid her in the rainbow liquid and watched as her 
clothes absorbed the color instantly. Her eyes fluttered open and she 
smiled as she stood. 

“So? What’s it like feeling for the first time?” she asked. 

| hadn’t even realized that lI’d felt her in my arms. | had felt her 
hand slip away, felt the warmth of the sludge. | felt my clothes 
against my skin, the sting of my scratches. | felt my heart as it beat 
inside my chest and every breath that | drew in. | could feel the stale 
air ruffle my hatr. | felt it all and it was amazing. | even felt my grin 
as it spread across my face. 

“It’s amazing,” | said. “Thank you so much, Silena. Is there any 
way | might repay you?” 

She turned away and sighed. “There isn’t anything you can do. 
Just... Get the other senses. | really do hope you succeed, Alaric. 


Really.” 

“There has to be something you want. Everyone wants 
something, Silena.” | sat down on the ground, feeling a touch dizzy. 
“1, for instance, want the senses.” 

Silena’s shoulders fell. “I want to leave this place, but | don’t 
know what will happen.” 

| was about to say something about her having changed her 
mind quickly, but tnstead | closed my eyes and leaned heavily against 
an uncomfortable boulder. My exhaustion and fatigue caught up with 
me and | felt like | hadn’t eaten in a century or slept itn a month. 
Perhaps feeling was a bit more than | had bargained for. 

“Alaric? Are you all right?” | heard Silena ask uneasily. 

“Well, | need water, sleep, and something to eat. Please.” My 
voice sounded weak to my own ears. “I can explain everything later, 
just please bring me food and water.” 

| opened my eyes to see Silena disappearing from my line of 
sight. Through my fading vision, | saw her return shortly thereafter 
with something in her hands. | passed out before | could fully 
recognize what she was holding. 
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When | opened my eyes, | felt much better than | had even 
before walking through the Melting Television. | pushed myself to my 
feet and spun in a circle, wondering where the girl had wandered off 
to. | meant to thank her for healing me twice since I’d been there. | 
recalled that she said the magical rainbow sludge had healing 
properties and wondered if that was what she’d been holding. It made 
sense to me, so | stuck with it. All that aside, | went back to the TV 
to search for Silena. She was neither inside the metal box nor behind 
it. | looked for her by the puddle, but she wasn’t there either. 

| gave up after several minutes of futile searching and decided 
to keep walking north. | based my direction on where the sun was in 
the sky and went in that way for close to an hour before something 
grabbed my wrist and stopped me. | turned around and found Silena 
standing behind me and looking as though she had been crying. | ran 
my fingers through my hair and released a breath. 

“Silena. Thanks for healing me before,” | said to fill the growing 
silence. 

She nodded. “Of course.” 

| shifted from foot to foot. “Listen, about what you said earlier. 
| think it’s a—” 


“It’s an awful idea. | can’t come with you. | wasn’t thinking 
when | said that, and | just can’t. I’m sorry. You should go.” 

“What? Why?” 

“| don’t believe | made myself clear before, Alaric. | have all the 
senses. All six of them.” 

| choked on my own breath. Here | was, trying to put an end to 
the sense of killing, and | was asking someone with the very same 
sense to come with me. Why was that you ask? I’m not sure. | 
suppose | was tired of being alone and tired of not really knowing 
where to go or what to do. Silena was one of the Keepers. She would 
be able to help me and tell me what to do, where to go. Then there 
was the sixth sense that thrived inside her heart. That thing 
everyone | Rnew was horrified of and dreaded. Could | really bring 
someone that could potentially kill me to get the other four senses? 
Was | that stupid? 

“Silena—” 

She cut me off before | even had a real chance to begin. 
“Goodbye, Alaric Folly.” She turned away and ran faster than | ever 
could have. 

| sighed and followed her, though it took me twice as long as 
her to get to the TV. | took a moment to catch my breath before 
going through the colorfall and finding her hunched in the corner of 
the television’s interior. | could hear her crying as | got nearer and 
wondered whether | truly wanted her to come. | mean, she could 
guide me and stuff, but she could also murder me in my sleep. As a 
point of fact, it was likely that she would try at least once. | wasn’t 
all that good at keeping people happy due to my brutal honesty at 
times. Despite my misgivings, | knelt beside her. 

“Look, | don’t really want to go through this entire story 
without any side characters and zero conversation, so | need you to 
come with me. Kapeesh?” 

Kidding, | didn’t say that. 

“Look, | don’t want to go alone, and you don’t want to stay 
here alone, so let’s just go together. Silena, the sixth sense really 
doesn’t scare me that much,” | said quietly. 

She scrubbed her tears away and faced me. “You don’t 
understand. It’s—” 

“| Rnow what it ts. I’ve seen it happen and I’m willing to risk it.” 

“You wouldn’t be saying that if | tried to kill you.” 

| shook my head. “| can stop you if it comes to that.” 

“You don’t Rnow that.” 


| stood up and shrugged. “That’s true, | don’t.” | turned and 
began to walk away. “I’m going to leave with or without you, Silena. 
| don’t care either way, but you’re welcome to join me if you want 
to.” 

| walked through the rainbow waterfall for, like, the seventh 
time that day and absently kicked a rock into the forest I’d come 
from. | started north, but | didn’t really have any idea where | was 
meant to be going. If Silena had come with me, then she would know 
where to go, but she hadn’t. Maybe Mr. Higgins had been right, and | 
never should have gone because maybe it was foolish to continue 
based on such futile hopes. 

| walked farther and farther from the Melting Television and 
found a nice patch of rocky ground to sit on for a moment. | glanced 
northward and wondered if that was the way | should continue going 
or try a different way. | mean, | could go west as easily as | could go 
north. | didn’t even know where in Irth | was meant to be going or 
what | should look for or anything. | didn’t know anything about 
anything that | was doing. On my own, | was a lost cause. That was 
the reason | needed Silena. 

Bored from walking aimlessly and disappointed in myself, | 
swiveled my head to look around at the barren land. | saw rocks and 
dirt for miles. | saw the rainbow sludge slithering into the forest and 
over rocks, though it was less bright the farther it got from the 
television. | thought it was sort of beautiful, in a bleak way. There 
were lots of pebbles and boulders for miles and miles and absolutely 
nothing else. The setting sun was nice with its color cast over the far 
rocks. It wasn’t that ugly so long as you didn’t look too closely at 
anything. 

| was still staring at the sunset when | heard footfalls behind 
me, like someone was running. | turned around and there was Silena, 
only a yard away. She stopped beside me and grinned, but | did not 
return her smile. 

“What about what you said about dying and disappearing?” | 
inquired. 

She shrugged. “I’m sure I'll live.” 

“Why did you really come?” 

“1... You offered to help me, and this is the best way to repay 
me. Let me come with you and you won’t owe me anything.” She 
pulled something from her pocket and held it up to me. “Also, you 
should drink this. It will help you feel better.” 

| took the small vial from her hands and saw the colorful sludge 


inside. | twisted the lid off and swallowed it, feeling its tastelessness 
snake down my throat. It felt warm and strange in my mouth, but | 
managed to gag it down. 

“| presume that’s how you healed me before?” | asked, holding 
out the bottle. 

Silena took it from me. “Something like that, yes. Though you 
still haven’t told me what happened to you the second time. Nor the 
first, for that matter.” 

lt was my turn to shrug. “It was my own fault, really. If you 
could heal me of stupidity, | would owe you more than a trip to the 
other Keepers.” A little smile shone on her lips. “I didn’t bring 
anything with me, so the first time was because of exhaustion and 
fatigue. The second time was because | could feel those things 
catching up with me, and | had never felt anything like that before. 
I’m pretty much an idiot and should have brought provisions.” 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“| just... didn’t,” | answered, beginning to pace from boulder to 
boulder with anxious energy. “Where do we go next?” 

“Toward the sun. East,” Silena said. 

“What sense will | get?” 

“Reading.” 

“Who’s the Keeper?” 

She stepped in front of me to stop my obsessive pacing. “Alaric, 
that’s enough. We should rest. We can worry about those things 
tomorrow.” 

| took a breath and nodded. “Sorry, but it’s hard not to bea 
little nervous.” 

“Nervous about what?” 

“| don’t Rnow,” | said, lying down on the ground to rest. 

Silena frowned at my vague response but didn’t say anything 
else. | closed my eyes and heard her rhythmic breathing only seconds 
later. Even though | could feel the tiredness of my bones and body, it 
still took me nearly an hour of staring at the stars to fall asleep. | 
wouldn’t say | slept well, as | had weird dreams filled with strange 
animals and even stranger places. In one of my dreams, Silena made 
an attempt to kill me. | woke after that and lay there to rest, not 
finding sleep for the remainder of the night. 

| waited until the sun was rising and shook Silena awake, more 
than ready to leave the Melting Television and get the sense of 
reading. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and rose to her feet. | 
stood beside her and nodded toward the sun. 
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“That way, yeah?” 

Silena nodded. “Yeah.” 

“Awesome.” 

We headed east until the sun sank once more behind the trees. 


9Io0o0o0000 


Night after night after night we settled down on the ground 
and slept as well as we could. With feeling coursing through my body, 
it was difficult for me to fall asleep on the rock-strewn ground, but | 
got used to it over time and the rest was rejuvenating. The wariness 
from my dream lingered and | found myself staying awake until 
Silena was asleep, a simple safety precaution. Everything was going 
smoothly, | guessed. 

One night, as | was close to drowsiness overtaking me, Silena 
leaned on her elbows and asked me a question. It was something | 
had known was bound to surface eventually, but that didn’t mean | 
had to like it. 

“Do you miss them?” she whispered. 

“Whom do you mean?” | asked, letting the fake innocence slip 
into my tone. 

“Your parents,” she answered. 

| sighed. Yes, | missed them from time to time. It didn’t matter 
that they had fed me barely edible food or ignored me for the most 
part. They probably wouldn’t discourage me from sleeping outside; in 
fact, they might think it was a great idea. Despite their initial 
neglect, | knew they cared for me. They paid for me to go to school, 
they fed me rather than starved me, they gave me a bed to sleep in. | 
had never seen them laugh in my life, but | did get smiles from them 
both the day | left. | loved them and | missed them because they 
were my mother and father. | wondered if Father would tell Mother 
where | had gone. 

“Yes, | miss them,” | finally answered. 

“What are they like?” 

“They’re like parents.” 

She rolled her eyes. “What’s your mother like?” 

“Well, her name is Constance. She always wears the same thing 
and always wears her hair up. She doesn’t ever laugh, but | suppose 
there isn’t much to laugh about in Irth.” 

“Your father?” 

“Paul. He smiles more than Mother. He always tells us goodbye 
before he leaves for work, but they have a certain look. I’ve seen it tn 
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everyone. A murkiness in the eyes, a frown. It’s like... 1! don’t Rnow. 
It’s almost like they’re lifeless and devoid of any happiness.” 

“That’s awful, Alaric,” she said, pausing for a moment. “Do you 
love them?” 

| lay on the cold ground and stared at the barren landscape. “Of 
course.” 

Silena lay a distance from me. “Maybe things will be better 
when you go back.” There was a brief silence until, “Goodnight, 
Alaric.” 

| sighed. “Goodnight.” 

It took me a long time to fall asleep, as | kept running our 
words through my head. Did Mother and Father care at all that | was 
gone? Surely, after all that time, they had realized | was missing. 
There was no telling whether they cared an inch about what 
happened to me, and that made me sad. Not for myself, but for them. 
Their lives were so miserable, they barely knew how to function 
unless they were working. Their lives were the same, day in and day 
out and my heart broke for them. For everyone who lived that life tn 
Irth. | didn’t want to keep living in the mind-numbing bleakness that 
was my home. | was sick of it and if destroying the sixth sense would 
end that, then | would destroy the sixth sense. 

My eyes did grow heavy after hours of resting there on the 
ground and doing nothing. | noticed a figure in the distance before 
my eyes shut entirely, a figure that resembled a human. | narrowed 
my eyes, and it didn’t move so | decided it was my imagination and 
went to sleep. 

| had dreams again. | dreamed of my parents pushing me out the 
door and dropping my things at my feet, shutting the door. Then they 
would yank the door open and profusely apologize. They sure didn’t 
know how to make up their minds. | dreamed that Silena came with 
me to Irth, but my parents didn’t like her, and she left. That was 
when my dreams took a dark turn. | saw the man across the street, 
standing there in the middle of the night. Through my window, | 
watched him brush tears from his eyes as he raised a knife. | saw him 
plunge the blade into his chest, then | closed my eyes and turned 
away. | was young and my mother and father never spoke of that 
night, but | knew what | had seen. | recognized the sixth sense. 

| sat up and glanced at Silena. She still slept soundly. | turned 
my gaze up and realized that | hadn’t slept long because the sky was 
still dark and starry. | pushed myself to my feet and walked a 
distance from Silena, near enough to still see her body. | leaned 


wearily against a rock and rubbed my eyes. | wondered if sleep was 
even possible for me with all those dreams bombarding me. Sure, | 
was worried that | might be killed in my sleep. | was torn between 
what my parents must think of me. | couldn’t put my full trust in 
anyone, especially not Silena, and that was weighing heavily on me. 
Well, the senses and my intentions for the sixth sense weighed 
heavily on me as well. | just didn’t want to hurt anyone in the 
process of getting all the senses and of destroying the sense of 
killing, but | did not know whether that was possible or not. 

| shook my head to clear my thoughts and dropped it into my 
hands. | imagined my mother and father embracing me when | 
returned home and really feeling it for the first time. In my head, | 
was happy to go back to Irth, but in reality, | could not imagine a 
falser scenario. | saw, during my pretending, Silena and even lan 
hanging out with me in a patch of grass. Grass, as you Rnow, did not 
grow where | lived. Where | lived, everything was brown and gray and 
made of either stone or wood. | closed my eyes and disregarded my 
negative thoughts, allowing myself to drift into a restfully dreamless 
sleep for once. 

“Hey, Alaric! Where are you?!” 

| pried my eyes open and blinked the tiredness away. | stood up 
and saw Silena spinning tn ridiculously useless circles, trying to find 
me. | chuckled to myself as | went to her, finding the whole thing 
rather hilarious. A grin grew on face when | noticed that she was 
upset with me for leaving her. 

“Where did you go? | thought you wanted me here?” She crossed 
her arms. “If you don’t, that’s fine. | can go back to the Melting 
Television.” 

| snorted. “You’re the one who asked me if you could come.” 

“Fine. Just... Don’t vanish, please? | certainly don’t want to be 
left alone out here.” 

“| was only sleeping. | apologize. | won’t sleep again.” Silena 
rolled her eyes and began to walk away from me. | caught up with 
her. “Look, I’m not going to leave again without permission. All right? 
| was kidding about what | said earlier. Really.” 

“Okay, then let’s go,” she muttered grumpily. 

| smiled. “You should ease up a little, you know. Have a bit of 
fun. Not everything has to be sad and depressing all the time.” 

“| Rnow. It only does when you’re around.” 

| gasped in mock offense. “| am shocked that you think that.” 

“Are you?” 


“Nope. Come on.” 
She followed me begrudgingly, though | did eventually get a few 
smiles from her. 
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As we walked eastward, it began to rain. We raced across the 
muddy ground until we found shelter under the overhang of a 
boulder. The overhang was nearly a ninety-degree angle, so it kept us 
dry as we crouched under it. It did not, however, prevent the chilly 
breeze from reaching us. It continued to pour relentlessly after a few 
hours of sitting under the rock and saying nothing. | didn’t mind it so 
much, but Silena shivered almost feverishly and grew silent. 

After a time, | got bored of the pointless silence. “Is something 
wrong?” | asked her. 

Silena stared outside and shook her head. “No.” 

“That’s not true. What’s wrong, Silena?” 

“Nothing you can do will help.” 

“| don’t believe you. Maybe you shouldn’t have come if you’re 
going to be unhappy about everything.” 

“| wanted to come because !...1! wasn’t happy before. Standing 
there and waiting for someone to come and ask for the sense of 
feeling is depressing and it’s boring. | asked to come with you so that 
maybe | could be happy.” 

| held up a finger philosophically. “Happiness is the place 
between too little and too much, Silena.” 

She turned to face me and raised a brow. “That actually 
sounded smart.” 

| shrugged. “Yeah, my professors are pretty clever.” She shook 
her head. “My point is that you must have felt happiness before. | 
mean, my life is lame, but I’ve still been happy before.” 

“| haven’t been happy. Maybe once since | met you, but never 
before that. There’s nothing to be happy about in my life.” 

| let my smile fall. | wondered whether my parents would take 
her in if | brought her to Irth. If | did take her, would the sense of 
feeling cease to exist? Surely not. The Metling Television would use 
its magic to make a new Keeper. | let out a breath and supposed 
there really was nothing | could do to help her. | had already done 
everything | could and none of it had done a thing. 

“| guess you’re right. Sorry there’s nothing | can do,” | said 
quietly. 

Silena frowned. “That’s it? You ask what’s wrong then do 
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nothing after | tell you? You haven’t even bothered to ask if there 
was something you could do to help.” 

| was slightly taken aback by her sudden anger, but the truth of 
what was going on dawned on me. This wasn’t her speaking; it was 
the sixth sense. She was losing control. “Well, | apologize. Is there 
anything | can do for you?” | couldn’t prevent the sarcasm from 
leaking tnto my words, which was probably only going to escalate the 
situation. 

She abruptly rose to her feet, hitting her head on the overhang. 
“Honestly, Alaric. It’s pointless now. You already ruined everything, 
most especially my life. Good riddance,” she snarled, turning on her 
heel and walking into the rain without any means of returning or 
looking back. 

| decided it was best not to go after her while she was, quite 
literally, ready to murder me. | stayed under the rock and ran a hand 
through my hatr, sighing heavily and resignedly. It never had beena 
wise decision to bring along someone with the sixth sense on the 
journey. | should have known it was only a matter of time before she 
tried to take my life one way or another, which | suspected she 
would try to do soon. 

| glanced past the overhang and noticed that the rain had 
slowed to a slight drizzle, but | stayed under the boulder until 
nightfall anyway. It was partially because | thought Silena might be 
out there, ready to kill, and partially because | really didn’t want to 
get wet. Then | would have to make a fire to dry my clothes and it 
would be a gigantic waste of my time if | could easily avoid it. | did 
finally pick myself up and walk east again, glancing around in case 
Silena was there waiting for me. Thankfully, she wasn’t. | breathed a 
relieved sigh and walked away. 

| walked for hours, even when the sun began to rise. | walked 
through broad daylight and even continued after it was dark. | know, 
| know, it was utterly stupid. You’re probably wondering when I’m 
going to die of starvation or thirst. When I’m going to give up 
entirely. Perhaps when I’ll lie on the ground and let myself die. Well, 
that would be stupid, and it isn’t going to happen. | may seem 
incompetent, but | was actually being pretty smart. As you may 
recall, that rainbow liquid from the TV was magic, and magic was, 
well, magic. | could keep going and the magic inside my body would 
keep me sustained for days. | wouldn’t need water or food for quite 
some time. Too bad I’d already been walking for two days. | was 
certain the magic was going to run out soon, so | decided it was time 


25 


to stop. 

| stopped when the sun sank below the distant trees. | sat on 
the muddy ground and hung my head between my knees. The rainbow 
magic had worn off at last and the exhaustion was a little 
overwhelming. Silena had abandoned me, leaving me to fend for 
myself. Obviously, this would have been perfectly fine under ordinary 
circumstances, but these were not ordinary circumstances. | had no 
clue where | was going or what | was supposed to be doing, and it 
was dissatisfying. Silena at least knew where we were going and 
maybe even what we were looking for, while | was at a complete 
loss. With those realizations, | curled up on the ground and shut my 
eyes. It wasn’t long before | slumped in rest. 

Unfortunately, my sleep did not last long. | bolted up and my 
eyes shot open when | heard something. | stood and brushed as much 
mud from my clothes as | was able. | pushed my hands through my 
hair to be sure there were no clumps of dirt in it, then | slowly spun 
in a circle. | saw nothing that | had not previously seen. There were 
miles of rocks and dirt, but that was about it. The moon still hung in 
the sparkling night sky, and | did not see anything that looked 
dangerous or hear anything that sounded dangerous. 

| sat down ona rock and kept my eyes open. | glanced from side 
to side every now and then, but | never saw anything unusual. After 
a time, my eyes began to grow heavy, and | rested my chin in my 
hand. My head snapped up moments later when | heard something 
like heavy breathing. | scrubbed the drowsiness from my eyes and 
rose to my feet, waiting for something to approach. | still saw no 
immediate danger and resigned to my rock, my eyes hardly open as | 
listened ... and heard absolute quiet. It wasn’t until | let myself 
relax, closing my eyes fully, that someone threw a rock startlingly 
close to my head. 

| jumped to my feet and kicked whoever was attacking me, not 
thinking that it might be Silena. The other person fell over me and 
scrambled away, but the blade they were holding sliced my upper leg. 
| inhaled sharply but refrained from yelling aloud. My pursuer walked 
nearer and as | studied them, | realized that everything about this 
person was familiar. It was Silena and she was trying to kill me 
because | hadn’t done exactly what she had wanted me to do. If the 
sixth sense took over that easily, | would definitely need to make 
sure | was more careful around her. All | had done was try to make 
her happy, and she had gone ballistic on me. Oh well. What’s done is 
done, | suppose. All that aside, | crawled behind a rock and pressed 
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myself against it. 

Silena was much quicker than | would have guessed, and she 
leapt over the boulder that | hid behind, clearly enhanced by the 
sense of killing. She lifted her knife that | had no idea she owned, and 
| felt it sink into my shoulder. | gasped and stood up unsteadily, 
gripping her shoulders tightly to keep myself on my feet. | pulled ina 
steadying breath and spoke softly. 

“Sitlena, stop. If you really think about it, it’s stupid for you to 
be angry with me when it’s entirely your fault for getting mad to 
begin with. Nevertheless, I’m sorry for... Well, I’m just sorry. | 
think—” | winced when the knife sank deeper, squeezing her 
shoulders tighter. “This won’t happen again, Silena. Please, let go of 
the knife.” 

| felt the pressure loosen in my shoulder as she let her grip 
slacken, though the pain was no less intense. | moved her hand from 
the handle of the knife and pulled it out, silently cursing the stupid 
sense of killing. | threw the blade into the woods and sank to the 
ground, my leg no longer able to hold me up. | put my good hand over 
the injury in my shoulder and leaned back on the rock, sucking in 
deep breaths. 

Silena dropped beside me with a hand to her mouth. “Alaric, I’m 


so sorry. | didn’t... I’m sorry,” she said. 
“| can’t really blame you, Silena. Yes, it is your fault completely, 
but I’m sure the sixth sense isn’t easy to control.” | winced. “| won’t 


hold you responsible.” 

She rolled her eyes and glared at me. “That’s not true. It was my 
fault, of course it was my fault. You should blame me. | blame 
myself.” 

“Great. Blame yourself all you want, but I’m kind of tn pain and 
that magic rainbow stuff seemed to help before.” 

“Alaric,” she said, pursing her lips, “there isn’t any.” 

| looked up at her. “What?” | breathed. 

“| used all of it. It’s gone.” 

| dropped my head against my raised knee and shut my eyes. | 
was beginning to wonder whether receiving the sense of feeling had 
been the right thing to do. I’d never felt pain as sharp as the burning 
in my thigh and shoulder. Granted, Il’d never felt pain, but still. You 
get the point. | was beginning to feel ill and drained. Perhaps this was 
a sign that | should quit while | was ahead. | mean, the sense of 
killing was obviously more than | had bargained for. | had not known 
that it was so controlling and overpowering. | exhaled slowly and 


27 


grew unsure of everything | had set out to do. 

After a time, | raised my head and forced a smile. “Okay. We 
should go to the next place. We can’t be far. Help me up and we can 
get going.” 

| waited for her to assist me, but she didn’t move. | pushed 
myself to my feet and my leg collapsed beneath me. | caught myself 
with my hands and noticed that the blood had made its way down 
my arm and onto my trembling hand. | rolled back to my knees and 
managed to scowl at Silena. 

“Thank you, so much, for all your help,” | murmured. 

“| was thinking. There is another way | can help you, but it’s 
temporary and time consuming,” Silena said. 

| did remember her saying something about the magic having 
healing properties, but she’d also said that it could be painful. “didn’t 
you say before that it would hurt?” | asked skeptically. 

“Yes. Probably a lot.” 

“why?” 

“The magic from my body will go into your body through the 
Open wound and heal you from the inside, but magic is hot. The 
sludge you drank was hot also, but not enough to burn. This is going 
to burn like fire and hurt you.” She winced for my sake. “A lot. But | 
assure you that you’ll feel loads better and the injuries will close 
temporarily.” 

| closed my eyes and swore under my breath. | knew she was 
likely correct because the rainbow magic substance had healed me, 
and | had felt worlds better after consuming it. | believed every word 
she had said, though the part about pain concerned me. Sure, | was in 
agony then, but how would | feel when she did that? 

“All right. Do whatever you want,” | said, keeping my eyes 
closed in the hope that | might pass out before | felt the healing pain. 
Huh. That’s an oxymoron. Crazy. 

Silena placed both hands over my shoulder, which made me 
flinch and open my eyes to watch her. She whispered an apology as 
her hands began to shine with the faint rainbow color of magic. 
Something behind her caught my attention right as | began to feel 
the searing heat. It was something | vaguely recalled seeing twice 
now. A shadow of something humanoid that appeared to be following 
me everywhere. The magic stole my breath as Silena pressed harder 
and | allowed unconsciousness to take me. 
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| awoke to an immense amount of pain coursing through my 
thigh. | sat up and shoved Silena’s strange-looking hands from my 
leg. | felt as though someone had poured a cup of lava into the 
wound and let it burn a hole through me. | knew what had really 
happened, obviously, but that was what it felt like. By the way, when 
| said ‘strange-looking hands,’ | meant they were shining with a pale 
rainbow hue. Certainly, that was unnatural as far as | knew. 

“That was horrible,” | breathed, wiping the sweat from my 
forehead and noting that my shoulder was numb and healed excepta 
thin white line. 

“| told you it would be,” Silena answered, her hands returning to 
their ordinary flesh colored selves. 

“How long have | been out?” 

“Two days... ish.” 

“Great.” | glanced at my leg that was still bleeding 
lackadaisically. “What about my leg?” 

“| haven’t finished it yet. You kind of pushed my hands away 
just now.” 

“Oh, right,” | muttered. “Well, you can’t do that while I’m 
awake. It would be really awesome if you could wait until I’m 
asleep.” 

Silena shook her head. “| can’t do that. We need to do it right 
now while it’s mostly sealed. It will go much quicker, Alaric. Please, 
you’ve lost a lot of blood already.” She looked over her shoulder 
toward the distant forest. “| think someone’s been following us, so 
we need to hurry up and get going.” 

| followed her concerned gaze to the woods and saw a tiny 
movement. It seemed like the same shadow of a human I’d been 
seeing for quite some time now. | motioned for Silena to sit tight as | 
climbed to my feet shakily. | limped across the loose rocks, stumbling 
a few times and ignoring Silena’s protests. | made it to the edge of 
the forest and leaned heavily against a tree for support. | kept a hand 
against the tree trunks to hold myself up as | walked deeper into the 
forest. | paused when | heard footsteps. | stayed beside a tree and 
listened carefully, but | didn’t hear anything more. | turned around 
and started toward Silena, then | heard a branch snap under 
someone’s weight. | turned around and saw ...no one standing there 
but the trees. 

“This is stupidly ridiculous,” | mumbled. “Who’s there?” | called. 

For a moment, there was nothing except quiet, but then 
methodical footfalls reached my ears until a figure stood a good 
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distance from me. | saw a blond head of hair and gray eyes. The 
person wore a dirty school uniform. | nearly toppled from the tree | 
was leaning against when | recognized who was standing only feet 
from where | stood. 


“lan?” 

He shrugged. “Yep.” 

| ran my fingers through my hair. “I... What are you doing 
here?” 


“V’'m following you.” 

| rolled my eyes. “I gathered that much on my own. Why?” 

“Well, you’re getting all the senses, yeah?” 

* VEO s:a0e° 

“| don’t have all the senses either. There’s one more that | 
want.” 

“Okay. That’s still stalkerish.” 

“Good point. Sorry. | want... Can! come with you and get the 
last sense? | can help you get rid of the sixth sense too, Alaric.” 

He sounded like a kid begging for more dessert or something. | 
closed my eyes briefly and turned on my heel to walk away. “Look, 
lan, | honestly don’t care if you come with me, but I’m not 
guaranteeing anything. You might not even get whatever sense you 
want. | don’t know how any of this stuff works. After all this time, | 
only have a single sense. If you ask me, it’s more work than it ought 
to be.” 

“All right. That’s fine. I’m still coming, whether you want me to 
or not.” 

| glanced over at him and forced a weak smile to my lips. 
“Good.” 

When he said nothing in reply, | began to limp back to Silena. 
Even with my hands against a tree trunk | still tripped over a root 
and fell almost immediately. Lame, | Rnow, but it’s true. As | was 
getting back on my feet, lan appeared beside me and wrapped my 
uninjured arm over his shoulders. 

“Thanks,” | said, resisting a grimace as we stepped over a log. 

lan nodded. “What happened to you anyway?” 

“Uh... Vil let you know later.” 

He asked no further questions as we approached Silena, and | 
sat down. | hung my head between my knees and closed my eyes. | 
exhaled irritably when Silena shook my shoulder, but | did not raise 
my head. 

“| told you. Not until I’m asleep,” | muttered. 
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“Alaric, no. It needs to be done sooner rather than later. Please.” 

| lifted a hand and gestured in lan’s general direction to distract 
Silena from healing me. “Silena, that’s lan. lan, this is Silena,” | said, 
waving my hand in her direction before dropping it back to my side. 

“Why is he here?” Silena asked. 

| raised my head and furrowed my brows. “I don’t really know, 
but he’s here now and he’s staying. Besides, he’s a friend from 
school.” lan raised his brows at that, and | shrugged. | supposed 
saying we were friends was stretching the truth a bit. 

“Fine, but I’m still going to heal your leg.” 

“Whatever.” 

| readjusted my position so that she could press her hands 
against the injury. As | watched her hands glow rainbow, | felt the 
magic seep inside me, healing the slice. It was warm at first, almost 
soothing, but then it became painfully hot. | supposed that was the 
magic working, but it hurt more than the injury itself. | cringed and 
could not prevent myself from yanking my leg away. It wasn’t 
bleeding anymore, though the open wound was still visible. 

“Alaric, you’re going to have let lan hold your leg down if you 
can’t do it yourself,” Silena told me, more than a little annoyed with 
me at this point. 

| cursed and looked at lan. “Fine.” 

He sat on my lower leg, effectively pinning it in place. | thought 
he looked a little smug about restraining me, but | didn’t say 
anything. | shut my eyes when Silena replaced her hands, the searing 
heat of healing magic working much quicker this time. It felt sort of 
like someone was cauterizing the wound from the inside. | didn’t 
make any noise until | felt the cut seal itself. | cried out then, but 
Silena was nearly finished. She waited until her hands were their 
proper color before she moved them from my leg. lan moved himself 
off my leg and stood back while | lay there, focusing on my breathing. 
It took a while before my heart stopped racing and | sucked ina 
breath to speak. 

“Someone kill me already,” | breathed. 

Silena sighed and brushed her hair from her face. “I’m sorry, but 
at least it worked.” 

“Thanks, | guess.” 

She huffed and lay down to rest, not saying anything else. | 
shook my head at her, but | did not move an inch from where | lay. | 
was afraid | would throw up if | did, and | really hated throwing up. 
Instead of moving, | rolled my head to the side where lan stood 
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awkwardly. 

“You don’t have to stay, you Rnow. You could go back to Irth 
and maybe you’ll live.” 

He sat down. “Tempting, but no. I’ve already made up my mind. 
I’m going to get the fifth sense, even if it kills me.” 

| slowly forced myself to sit up, feeling the blood drain from my 


face as | did so. “So... Which sense don’t you have?” | asked to 
distract myself from the pain. 
“Flight.” 


“Oh. Do you Rnow anyone with the sense of flight?” 

“A few people. They said it’s not all it’s cracked up to be though. 
I’ve heard it takes a toll on you and that it’s difficult to learn how to 
use it well.” He paused for a moment, staring at something in the 
distance. “Why do you want to stop the sixth sense from existing?” 

“V’m sick of living somewhere with people who act like nothing 
matters. I’m going to get the other five senses, so why not end the 
sixth while I’m at tt?” 

“Do you know what you’re going to have to do to end the sixth 
sense?” he asked. 

| shook my head. “| don’t care. If it means Irth will change, then 
I’m going to do it.” | flinched as | shifted positions. 

“Okay.” 

| was about to say something about Silena, but a wave of 
dizziness rolled over me and | doubled over. | vomited on the rocky 
ground and crawled away shakily. | lay on the ground and pulled my 
legs close for warmth, closing my eyes to try and get some sleep. 

“Alaric?” lan whispered from somewhere. 


“What?” 

“How did you get hurt so badly?” 

hea SUBNA Gta: Ie.” 

“She what?” 

| rolled onto my back and sighed. “| don’t want to talk about it 
tonight. | need to sleep, lan. I’ll tell you tomorrow.” 


| heard him begin to snore shortly after that and | relaxed into 
my own restful sleep. 
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“Silena has the sixth sense, lan. That’s why I’m injured,” | said, 
pushing myself to a sitting position. 

| blinked the tiredness from my eyes and noticed that the 
things which surrounded me were not the things | had expected to 
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wake up to. Everything around us was much brighter than | recalled, 
and | was sitting on the bottom step of stone stairs that seemed to 
climb infinitely into the heavens. They weren’t the type of stone 
steps you’re probably imagining though, they were glowing stone 
steps. | rubbed my eyes to be sure | was actually awake before 
turning back to my companions. 

“What?” lan asked. 

| looked at him and saw dark circles under his eyes. Silena’s 
eyes were exhausted, and she was pale. It as though the two of them 
had lost a week of rest, but | didn’t see how that could be possible. 

| raked a hand through my hair. “You asked before how I’d been 
hurt. | told you | would tell you tomorrow. That was the answer.” 

His eyes widened. “You mean she did that to you?” 

| sighed. “That’s what | said,” | replied, avoiding Silena’s gaze. 

lan’s mouth dropped open and he glanced between us. “This ts 
unbelievable. You actually let her come knowing that? Are you 
completely insane?!” 

“She wanted to come, and | saw no reason why she shouldn’t. 
And no, I’m not insane.” | stood up and fell down the step, wincing 
when | landed on my stomach. “Enough about Silena. We should get 
going. We can’t possibly be that far from the sense of reading.” 

| pushed myself to all fours and climbed back onto the stairs, 
sitting there for a moment. | eventually asked lan to help me up and 
he made sure | was steady as | limped up the stone steps. We were 
fairly quick, despite my having to rest when my leg would simply no 
longer hold my weight. It was during one of those rests, in fact, when 
it occurred to me that | had not bothered to ask where we were or 
how we had gotten there. | knew for certain that | had not fallen 
asleep on a flight of stone stairs. 

“How exactly did we get here and where is here?” | asked. 

Silena swiped a hand down her face before speaking. “Well, 
when you didn’t wake up, we began to worry. | thought you were 
really tired and wanted to leave you there, but lan insisted that we 
needed to keep going. He said he could carry you over his shoulder 
and it would be fine. | didn’t disagree with him further because | 
figured he would do it whether | consented or not. lan told me he 
knew a place we could go and when we got here, we waited for you 
to wake up.” 

Weird. | must have been more tired than | had known. Or 
perhaps | had passed out from the sharp pain in my leg. It didn’t hurt 
nearly as much now, though | suspected the temporary magic would 
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| studied them further and narrowed my eyes. “That can’t be all 
that happened. You both look like you’ve missed several days of sleep. 
That doesn’t just happen.” 

lan shifted from foot to foot and pursed his lips. “Alaric, you 
look way worse than we do, believe me.” 

“.,.What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You weren’t really asleep. You tossed and turned, but you never 
woke up. | think you were ill. We couldn’t wake you. Neither of us 
got any real sleep, and | doubt you had any real rest either.” 

| shrugged. “Well, I’m fine now. Let’s get going,” | said cheerily. 

lan pulled me to my feet, and we continued to walk up the 
stairs. | stayed between the two of them in case | lost my balance. 
We did not stop again because it was pointless when it was already 
going to take an eternity to reach the summit of the stairs. None of 
us said anything else as we went, though | did allow my mind to 
wander. 

| had no idea how long | had been gone, but | knew it was overa 
week. All | had to show for that amount of time was a single sense. 
No one could possibly have traveled as slowly as | had. It kind of 
sucked and it was terribly unreasonable. | was sure we could go 
faster than we’d been going this entire time. I’m going to admit the 
truth to you, though. It was my fault we were going so sluggishly. | 
always slept during the night, which wasted valuable walking time. | 
had gotten hurt, which wasted even more of our precious time. | 
wasn’t really on any time limit, but still. | would have liked to travel 
a little faster than we had been. 

As we reached the final step, | saw the sun begin to sink below 
the horizon. | followed the others and sat heavily on the ground, 
taking a moment to catch my breath and massage my aching leg. My 
shoulder wasn’t really bothering me because I’d been using my lega 
ton more than | had used my shoulder. | noticed that the hole in my 
pants was still stained with blood, though the wound was sealed. | 
rubbed my shoulder and twisted it a couple times to loosen it, then 
pushed myself up to see what the Silena and lan were staring at. 

Before us sat a stone cave. A few steps led down into the hole, 
and it appeared to be empty. Lying outside this cave was a massive 
boulder that must have been the door. | glanced beyond the strange 
scene and noticed three trees standing erect on a hill in the distance. 
| pulled my gaze from the cave and saw that lan and Silena were 
both staring at me expectantly. 


“Why are you looking at me like that?” | asked. 

“Well, you came here for the sense of reading. So...” lan 
nodded toward the cove. 

| rolled my eyes. “You actually think it’s a good idea for me to in 
there alone? Why can’t we all go?” 

“It ts pretty small. | don’t really think there’s enough room for 
all of us,” Silena said. 

| crossed my arms and raised a brow. “Fine. Whatever. You’re 
both going to be sorry if | don’t make it out though.” 

lan snorted. “What do you think is going to happen? | mean, 
seriously.” 

| shook my head at him and turned on my heel, poised to 
descend the little steps. “You never know, lan, you never know.” With 
that, | stepped into the mini cave. 

| thought | heard them laughing as | entered the cave, and | 
ignored it as | looked around. | felt silly looking for nothing in 
particular, especially since all | saw were rocks and dirt. The cave 
was entirely empty and going inside had been an immeasurable 
waste of my life. | started to exit the small cave, but something 
caught my eye. Hidden away in the corner of the room was a raised 
pedestal of rock. | noticed that a pair of clothes sat atop it. They 
were nothing special—a sweatshirt and jeans—but they were clean 
and warm. My own attire put a new definition to the word 
disgusting. | walked away from the clothes, a little reluctantly I’ll 
admit, and stepped up the stairs to leave the cave. 

| found lan and Silena sitting on the ground in deep 
conversation. It could not have been a very serious conversation, 
however, because they were both laughing about whatever it was 
they were talking about. | figured | was likely the main subject of 
whatever discussion they were having. They sobered up when | sat 
between them, though | suspected they would continue to speak 
about me behind my back. 

| lay back with an arm under my head. “It was empty except for 
some random pair of clothes.” | sat up and rotated my arm to ease 
the ache, then | stretched out my leg. “| don’t know what the point 
of this place is, but | can assure you that | am no more able to read 
than | was before we got here.” 

lan was stuck on the first thing I’d mentioned. “There were 
clothes in there, clean and unworn, and you didn’t take them?” 

| shook my head. “They aren’t ours. What if someone is here 
who really needs them?” 
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“We actually need them,” lan grumbled, glancing down at his 
filthy school uniform. 

Silena swatted his arm. “Your clothes are fine,” she said, but | 
saw her barely concealed disgust. She turned to me and spoke 
quietly. “| need to talk to you about something, Alaric.” 

| raised a brow. “What?” 

She glared at me and shifted her gaze toward lan, indicating 
that whatever she had to say, it was only for me to hear. “We’ll be 
back ina moment, lan,” | said, letting Silena lead me to the entrance 
of the little cave. 

She crossed her arms over her chest and took a breath. “Alaric, | 
need to tell you something.” 

| nodded seriously. “No kidding. | thought we were over here 
because you wanted to pick flowers or something,” | said, the 
sarcasm thick. 

“| think it will be better for all of us if | leave. It will be safer if | 
go back to the Melting Television.” 

“That’s ludicrous. If | didn’t want you here, | could have easily 
declined when | had the chance. | didn’t. Don’t you think | said you 
could come for a reason?” 

“It’s not about that. It’s about your leg, and your shoulder. 
Alaric, | did those things. | was upset and | allowed the killing sense 
to control me. It was like watching someone else manipulate my 
body. | hate it and it’s awful and | never want to experience it again. 
| can’t travel with you anymore. I’m sorry.” 

“Silena, wait. I’m not dead. lan isn’t dead. We’re fine, and you 
don’t need to leave. Stay, please.” 

“No, Alaric. What if | kill lan? Or you? What then? | don’t want 
to live with that. It was a horrible idea for me to come with you.” 

She turned to go, but | gripped her wrist. “Please, listen fora 
moment. We can both stop you from killing one of us. Perhaps lan or 
| will get hurt, but that’s a small price to pay for our lives. | 
understand how difficult it can be, Silena. | once saw a man who was 
burdened with the killing curse. | never spoke to him, but | saw him 
out my window when he went crazy. | know that you feel out of 
control, but | promise you there is a way to stop it.” | had her full 
attention now. “One of those times, as | was watching the man, he 
killed himself. | don’t know whether he had a family, children, but | 
do know that he died because of the sixth sense. | know what to look 
for. | can prevent it from happening to you again. | promise.” 

“That’s horrible. I’m sorry you had to see that,” she said softly. 
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“| don’t understand what that has to do with my leaving though.” 

“Everyone in Irth is horrified of the sense of killing. Everyone 
turns their backs on those who have it. People are thrown from their 
homes because they have it. People are kept hidden away because 
they have it. People die, every day, because of this thing, this thing 
that’s treated like the plague.” | took a breath and pushed my hair 
from my face. “Silena, it doesn’t scare me. It sickens me that people 
can be so cruel to others with the sixth sense when, in fact, we 
should try to help them. They lose control because they are shunned 
by everyone, even those who loved them. They wouldn’t have to live 
in fear, we wouldn’t have to live in fear, if we would only help one 
another. Unfortunately, helping another its something that will never 
happen in Irth. That is why I’m going to help you and why I’m going 
to destroy the sixth sense. I’m going to end it so no one will have to 
experience it ever again. It will be gone, and we’ll all be safe. Isn’t 
that what you want?” 

Silena shook her head and | saw tears glitter in her strangely 
beautiful eyes. “I’m so sorry, Alaric, but | need to go. I’m afraid of 
what | might do to you or to lan. I’m... I’m afraid of myself.” She 
pulled her arm away and lowered her gaze. “I’ll only kill someone.” 

| took a step closer to her, ignoring the fierce aches that had 
begun to build up in my injuries. “I want to help you, Silena. Please 
don’t leave. You’ll be giving up like everyone else.” 

She did not turn around, but | heard her words. “If you really 
believe you can help me, then you’re more of an idiot than | thought.” 

| blew out a breath and aimlessly kicked a rock into the cave. 
Did she honestly think she was that hopeless? Yes, she had attacked 
me due to her own misplaced anger. Yes, she might easily do it again, 
but that did not mean she was a lost cause. | wanted to help her, | 
really did, and the greatest way to do that was to get rid of the thing 
inside her. She was the one being stupid. 

| spun on my heel and sat on the ground beside lan with a sigh. 
He turned to me and frowned. 

“What happened?” 

| told him exactly what had happened, and he didn’t seem to 
think anything of it. | could still see Silena walking away as | finished 
relaying our conversation. 

“No more risk of dying early deaths,” lan muttered. 

| scowled at him. “She wasn’t a killing machine, you know. She 
was going to take me to get all the senses and then we were going 
to destroy the sixth sense. | was trying to help her.” 


“If you really want to help her, then go tell her that.” 

“It’s pointless. | already tried.” 

“Then let her go.” 

“But |...” | paused and glared at him. “Fine.” 

| pushed myself up and began to jog after her. | hadn’t gotten 
far when | had to stop and catch my breath. My leg was burning with 
the effort of moving so much, but | did my best to ignore it and kept 
going. When | had to pause again and lean on my knees, Silena was 
only a few yards away. She either hadn’t noticed that | was behind 
her, or she was ignoring me. | limped the final distance and gripped 
her shoulder, in part to steady myself. She jerked her head around in 
surprise, but quickly realized it was me. 

“What now?” she asked resignedly. 

“| think | can help you, Silena, truly. Please, just... Help me end 
the sixth sense and you’ll see that I’m right. Please,” | said, my voice 
raspy. | couldn’t seem to catch my breath properly. 

“You already have tried, and it didn’t work.” She gestured to my 
leg. “What makes you think this time will be any different?” She 
shook her head without a response and walked away. 

| had neither the strength nor the will to go after her, so | called 
to her. “lan won’t admit it, but he doesn’t want you to leave either. 
We’re both better off with you around and you know it.” 

“No you’re not. Go and get the other senses, Alaric. Please.” 

| sat down on the ground. “Not until you change your mind.” 

“That isn’t going to happen.” 

| stayed on the ground with my legs crossed, determined to 
guilt her into staying if that’s what it would take. As this point, | 
was almost certain that she was going to keep walking away, but it 
was still worth a shot. | had my own personal reasons for wanting 
her to stay, but | planned to keep those to myself until further 
notice. Anyway, | sat there for close to an hour before Silena finally, 
finally, turned around to see if | was still there. | was and | wasn’t 
going anywhere. 

“What are you doing?” she asked irritably even though she 
already knew exactly what | was doing. 

“’m waiting for you,” | answered, standing up ona shaky leg. 

She shook her head, but did walk in my direction. | was grateful 
because | was fairly certain that | would not have been able to go 
after her a third time. | sort of hoped she would offer to assist me, 
but instead she walked right past me toward lan. | sighed and limped 
slowly after her. 


The sun was setting by the time | made it back, and | collapsed 
beside my two companions. | sat up and winced at the sharp pain in 
my leg and the ache in my shoulder. Silena glanced worriedly at me 
as | pulled my shirt down to examine my shoulder. 

“Alaric, is everything all right?” she asked. 

“| think the temporary magic is wearing off,” | said. 

She and lan came closer to look at my shoulder clearly. The cut 
was beginning to reopen. The skin around the wound was bright red, 
but | didn’t see any blood yet. | did notice that it was much deeper 
than | had originally thought. Silena touched it with her fingers to 
see if it was swollen or something. 

| cringed. “Your hand is freezing.” 

She moved her hand away. “Your skin is hot.” She sighed. “| 
don’t know what else to do, Alaric.” 

When lan glanced at my shoulder, he pointed out a small trickle 
of blood that had begun to leak from the injury and down my arm. 
“It’s bad. | think if it gets much worse, you may not be able to use 
your arm.” 

| swore under my breath as | shrugged my shirt over the cut, 
though it didn’t do much because the shirt was cut as well. | laid my 
head in my hands and shook it. “Isn’t there any way to heal it 
permanently?” 

| could almost see the two of them shaking their heads at me. 
“I’m sorry, Alaric. The best | can do is fix it with magic and, as you 
well know, that’s temporary,” Silena replied. 

| raised my head and grunted. “Yeah, well, I’m never doing that 
again.” 

lan sighed. “Then you’ll have to suck it up.” 

He said it so nonchalantly that it bothered me. | refrained from 
saying something | would regret and instead focused on ripping the 
hole in my pants wider to better see the injury. It increased the dull 
heat I’d felt before, but at least | would know how terrible the wound 
was. It was not nearly as deep as the slice in my shoulder, but it was 
deep enough that blood was already slithering down my leg. | held up 
my trembling hand and saw the red that dripped from my fingertips. | 
felt it running down my chest as well. 

“There must be something that can be done.” 

Silena was about to say something, but her attention was 
stolen by whatever was coming toward us. | followed her gaze and 
my jaw dropped open in disbelief. A large horse stood erect before us, 
looking like she owned the place. Her hooves glistened white as the 
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snow and her main was silver. She had brown eyes that danced with 
mirth, though the most stunning of all these things was the color of 
her skin. It was a smooth, light purple. | noticed the silver horn atop 
her head that deemed her as a unicorn. Before then, | had not 
believed in such things. Actually, | still wasn’t sure whether the 
whole ordeal had been a dream or not. 

The unicorn stood before us and smiled as best a unicorn could 
smile. “Welcome. | will grant any of you the sense of reading or, if 
you choose, take it away. | sense, however, that two of you already 
possess the gift of reading,” she said, her voice deep and powerful. 

| did not even attempt to stand up. “| don’t have the sense of 
reading,” | said. 

“You? What other senses do you have?” 

‘Just feeling.” 

“You must be the boy the others speak of, the one who wants 
all five senses. You’re the one they believe will destroy the sixth 
sense.” She bowed her head respectfully. “l am Angel, Keeper of the 
sense of reading. Why do you want the ability to read?” 

| gritted my teeth as a wave of nausea passed over me. 
“Evidently, | want the sense so that | can read the words on a page. 
Read books for pleasure and perhaps even write a few one day. Maybe 
I’ll become an author and write an autobiography.” 

The unicorn, Angel, blinked a few times. “Then it will be a 
pleasure to grant you the sense of reading.” 

| nodded in relief. “What do | need to do?” 

“Grab onto my horn firmly.” 

| winced as | tried to rise to my feet. | was on my knees before 
Silena and lan knelt beside me and each took one of my arms. | 
grimaced as they hauled me up, but | was thankful they had 
supported me. | wrapped one of my hands, the one that wasn’t 
bloody, around Angel’s gleaming horn. With her to stabilize me, the 
others took a few steps back. 

“What of your other hand?” Angel asked. 

“It’s... unclean,” | whispered. 

“Let me see.” 

| lifted my right hand and the Keeper seemed to shake her head 
in disapproval. “You’re injured.” 

| thought that was dreadfully obvious, but | didn’t say so for 
fear she might rebuke the sense of reading. Instead | agreed with her. 
“Yep, | sure am. Apparently, there’s nothing anyone can do.” | blew 
out a breath. “I can be on my way if you give me the sense of reading 


A 


though. I’ll be fine.” 

“Perhaps your friends could not help you, but | can if you climb 
on my back. | will take you somewhere that can heal you.” 

| raised my brows in skepticism but obediently mounted her 
when she lowered herself. When | was secure and gripping her silvery 
hair in a single hand, she pranced away. It was only a few seconds 
before we were behind the little cave where a small pond of 
shockingly clear water sat. | slid from the unicorn’s back and went 
over to the water, noticing that it did not ripple as | got nearer. It 
was the single most still and crystal-clear water | had ever laid eyes 
on in my life. Not that | had seen much water in Irth, but it was still 
worth noting. 

| turned back to Angel and arched a brow. “You want me to get 
in there?” | asked. 

“Well, yeah. But you can’t go in and get out all quick like. You 
have to stay under for six minutes; else it won’t do anything. 
Obviously, an average human can’t hold their breath for that long.” 
She tilted her head down to meet my eyes. “| would do it myself, but 
you’ve got friends who can help. I’ll go get them now.” 

| felt the blood drain from my face. “You mean that... No. You 
can’t do that! It’s insane! | could die!” 

Angel cocked her head thoughtfully. “That’s never happened 
before. Everyone else is alive.” 

| stared at the water. | wasn’t scared of water, just so you 
know. | enjoyed a swim here and there, but | did not enjoy being 
forcefully held underwater until | either passed out, died, or both. | 
would rather do anything else—excluding Silena’s magic—to heal my 
wounds. Drowning wasn’t anywhere on my bucket list. 

Why, | wondered, did everything have to be six anyway? Six 
senses. Six minutes. Six Keepers. It was outrageously unfair. Take my 
age, for instance. Sixteen. Maybe | was going crazy, but to me it felt 
like there were six too many sixes. 

| gathered myself as | turned back to the Keeper. “I think this is 
a terrible idea, but I’m going to go through with it anyway even 
though it will probably kill me.” | sighed. “Look, | apologize if | sound 
like a brat, but | don’t see how this water can be any different than 
an ordinary pond of water.” 

“It’s healing water. It won’t kill you. It will heal you, Alaric.” 

“| suppose you best go get Silena and lan,” | said. 

Angel turned away from me and disappeared from view. | 
wondered if Silena or lan would hold me under the water. lan 
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probably would, even if it was only so he could make some snide 
remark about it later. | doubted Silena would do something like that 
unless she was under the influence of the sense of killing. It was 
clear to me that lan would need to do it. There was a third option as 
well. | could leave all of this behind, save the sense of reading, and go 
get the next sense without healing my injuries. lt was foolish and 
utterly stupid, but | briefly considered it nonetheless. 

| lay on the ground after checking that the others weren’t here 
yet, dangling my legs in the cold water. The aching and soreness of 
my burning injury was replaced instantly with numbness. It was 
certainly an odd feeling, but | greatly preferred that over the pain. | 
closed my eyes and stayed that way for a time. 

| opened my eyes when | felt someone shake my shoulder. | sat 
up and groggily removed my legs from the water. My breath caught 
in my throat when they were fully unsubmerged as the sudden pain 
washed over me all at once. | didn’t move from my sitting position 
until lan reached down and yanked me to my feet, keeping his hand 
around my arm to steady me. 

“Ow,” | muttered. 

lan shrugged. “You weren’t getting up. What did you want me 
to-do?” 

“Not that.” 

“Well, sorry.” He released me and waded into the water, 
shivering all the while. “Are you sure about this, Alaric?” he called. 

| wasn’t sure | was sure of anything anymore. “I know this ts 
going to do something, so | might as well try it, right?” 

“Sure.” He gestured for me to come with him. 

| took one step and fell face-first into the water, receiving 
several quiet chuckles from Silena. | staggered through the water 
until | was standing in front of lan, shivering way worse than he was. 
| pushed the wet hair from my eyes and wrapped my arms around 
myself. 

“Angel t-told you e-e-everything?” 

“Yup, even that | shouldn’t warn you before | push you under.” 

“F-fabulous,” | grumbled. 

He put his hands on each of my shoulders, and | winced. “It’s 
only six minutes, yeah? It can’t possibly be that bad.” He offered mea 
grin, but that did nothing to reassure me. At all. 

| scarcely had time to take a breath before lan submerged me in 
the water. | didn’t fight back, though black splotches appeared in the 
edges of my dimming vision. | was certain | had been under for less 
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than a minute when my lungs begged desperately for air. Against my 
will, | sucked tn a huge mouthful of water and passed out shortly 
thereafter. 
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| sat up and choked out all the water | had swallowed. | flopped 
back to the ground and took a few heaving breaths. When | had 
wholly composed myself, and my heart was beating at a natural 
pace, | sat up again and looked myself over. My leg wasn’t sliced open 
anymore and any blood, dry or wet, had vanished. My shoulder had 
sealed itself just as well. Physical things aside, | felt like | could runa 
marathon and not even break a sweat. Whatever that water had 
done for me, it was pretty much as great as the rainbow sludge. 

A grin spread on my lips, and | turned to look at the others. lan 
looked pleased with himself. Silena had a look of dismay on her face, 
as though she’d expected me to drown. When | focused on her, she 
smiled at me but turned away shortly afterward. | jumped to my feet 
and spun around until | was facing the Keeper. 

“Thanks, Angel. | should have believed you because this ts great. 
| feel fantastic. Whatever that water did, it did it well.” 

“Truly, it was my pleasure, Alaric. Put these clothes on and | will 
grant you the sense of reading.” 

Silena placed the clothes I’d seen in the cave in my arms. | 
looked down at my own soaking attire and noticed they were no 
longer dirty. There were still the holes over my thigh and shoulder, 
but aside from that they were in fine condition. | turned to lan and 
pushed the warm clothes into his arms. 

“You should have them, lan. | don’t need them,” | said. 

He shook his head. “No. They’re for you.” 

Silena nodded. “You’ll freeze in the clothes you’re wearing.” 

| saw the clear desire in lan’s eyes. “lan, come on. My shoulder 
aches from having to push these back and forth, so take the stupid 
clothes.” 

| didn’t bother to see whether lan dropped the clothes on the 
ground or did actually leave to put them on. Instead, | raised both 
hands and wrapped them tightly around Angel’s horn. It was cool to 
the touch, but it quickly warmed up beneath my hands. | saw it 
begin to shine with the familiar rainbow of magic, though | had to 
turn away when it became too bright to look at. | felt the warmth 
inside my own body, and then | was thrown backward, landing hard 
on my back. My breath whooshed from my lungs, and | sat up to 
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catch my breath. | noticed immediately that the unicorn had 
vanished. 

Silena knelt beside me and frowned. “Alaric? Are you all right?” 

It took me a moment to recover my breath. When | could speak, 
| said, “| think she gave me the sense of reading.” | glanced around 
but did not see lan anywhere. “Where did lan go?” 

“| believe he’s changing into those clothes you forced him to 
take,” Silena answered with a small smile on her lips. “I think you 
should have taken them.” 

| shrugged. “Yeah, well. He needs them more than any of us.” 

We both grew silent after that and as | looked at Silena staring 
at the water, my thoughts inevitably latched onto the sixth sense. 
Was there an actual chance that she might kill one of us, or herself 
even? A possibility that she might endanger us? | had told her 
otherwise and profusely insisted that | could help her. | sighed and 
allowed lan to interrupt my train of thought by pulling me to my feet 
when he arrived at last, wearing the clean clothes I’d insisted he 
take. 

“Let’s rest here for the night and we’ll leave tomorrow. What do 
you say?” 

“lan, no. We’ve no food and no water. We have no idea where 
we’re supposed to be going. Without those things, we’ll die out there 
in less than a few days,” | argued, a sense of demise settling in my 
heart. 

He lifted a brow. “Then how have you and Silena been surviving 
this entire time?” 

Silena spoke up. “I brought the magic rainbow stuff with us, but 
it’s been gone for days now.” 

lan flung his hands in the air frustratedly. “Then what are we 
supposed to do? Give up and go home?” 

| pursed my lips and closed my eyes. | didn’t know what we 
needed to do. | was just as frustrated as lan, except | was holding my 
annoyance back. | blew out a dejected breath. “| don’t know.” 

“You came all this way to die because you don’t have 
provisions? | don’t think so, Alaric. | didn’t come here to die. You’re 
not an idiot so stop acting like one.” 

| scowled at him. “I purposefully left without food and water. | 
don’t have the sense of knowledge. | am stupid, and you know it. You 
once mdde jokes about my senselessness at school. Don’t you recall?” 

“Alaric,” he said with a sigh. “You aren’t stupid. Stupid people 
don’t receive senses, they get them taken away. Stupid people don’t 
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devise plans to destroy the sixth sense. I’ll tell you what stupid 
people do. They act like fools and do nothing. They sit around all day 
on their bums watching television. An idiot wouldn’t know the first 
thing about the sense of killing.” 

| snorted. “Please. Don’t be ridiculous. Literally everything I’m 
doing is dumb and irrational. | came here to destroy the sixth sense 
when | myself was lacking every other sense. | haven’t made any sort 
of plan. | have no idea what I’m doing.” | grew serious and spun on 
my heel. “I apologize for dragging the both of you along on this 
stupidly useless journey for absolutely nothing.” 

| walked away even when Silena grabbed my arm to pull me 
back. What had | been thinking, waltzing north like | knew a thing 
about the senses? | went into the cave and sat heavily on the corner 
seat, tired of seeing things that had anything to with the senses. 

My professor told me this would happen. He said it was 
dangerous and futile, and | didn’t disagree. | couldn’t because he was 
exactly right. All | had to show for my hard work were two senses. 
Only two after everything | had done. 

When | had gone to the Melting Television, things had been 
going splendidly. Silena gave me the sense of feeling and that was 
that. We traveled together and then things went downhill. She 
attempted to kill me after we split up a couple days before, leaving 
me scarcely able to walk without support or, at the least, without 
limping. Then lan had joined our small party and now | had two 
senses, three more senses to receive, and one to destroy. Things were 
in a pretty depressing state. 

| thought of Mother and Father while | was alone, wondering 
what they were doing in my absence. Maybe they were happy | was 
out of their lives. | would be one less thing they had to worry about 
all the time. Alternatively, Father could’ve told Mother where | was, 
and they were waiting for me to return home. | wondered whether 
Mr. Higgins was also waiting for me, maybe even worried for me. | 
couldn’t go home with only two senses. | would be letting everyone 
down after proclaiming | meant to end the sense of killing. | would be 
letting myself down, and | did not want that to hang over me. 

| shook my head to clear my thoughts and walked up the steps, 
surprised to see my friends walking toward the entrance. | smiled 
tiredly at them both and waited until they were near. 

Before | had time to say anything, Silena spoke. “There’s 
something you should see, Alaric.” 

| nodded absently and turned toward lan. “Listen, I’m sorry | 
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sounded like a jerk and a moron. Of course I’m going to get the other 
senses and we’re going to end the sixth sense.” 

lan smiled. “If you’re done pouting, there really is something you 
should come and see. Silena wasn’t joking.” 

| followed him and Silena back to the shimmering pond and 
looked where they both pointed. Sitting at the edge of the water was 
a burlap bag which appeared to be stuffed full of things. | could see a 
little sheet of paper resting atop the bag from where | stood. 

| went over to it and held the parchment in my hands. Silena 
and lan stood on either side of me as | read it aloud. “’! hope these 
supplies will suffice for the rest of your journey. | am grateful that 
someone such as you have taken it upon himself to put an end to the 
sixth sense. You have my thanks and my blessing as you travel. 

“The next sense you will need ts that of knowledge. To get to 
Ursa Major where you will receive this sense, you must jump from the 
platform of the staircase. Be safe on your journey, Alaric. 

“Best regards, Angel.’” 

Silena took the note from me and shoved it in the bag, cinching 
the strings tight so it would stay closed. | lifted the bag over my 
shoulder, but lan reached for it as he watched Silena stand miserably 
by the cave entrance. 

“Let me carry that,” he said, already taking it from my hands. 

| looked at htm and shrugged. “Okay.” 

| allowed him to take it away from me entirely and began to 
walk toward the stairs, but he stopped me. “Shouldn’t you go talk to 
her?” 

“What about?” | asked. 

“| don’t know. Why don’t you ask her?” 

| narrowed my eyes at him but went to stand by Silena 
regardless, confused as to why she felt the need to be pouty all of a 
sudden. “Is something the matter?” 

She didn’t meet my eyes. “Yes, Alaric. You said you could help 
me, and | have seen no attempt from you to do so,” she said. 

That’s what this was about? “I can help you, but the only | 
know to do that is by getting rid of the sense altogether. No one will 
have it then and you won’t have to worry.” 

“That isn’t what you said before.” 

“Are you implying that | lied to you?” 

She crossed her arms. “Well, you didn’t say that. All you said 
was that you could help me. | thought that meant immediately.” 

“l’m trying to do all of this as quickly as | can, but apparently 
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getting senses takes time. Until we rid the world of the sixth sense, 
there is nothing | can do to help you. | thought | made that clear 
before. I’m sorry, Silena.” 

She raised her gaze and met my eyes. “But you will do it?” 

“| hope to, but I’m making any promises.” 


Silena sighed. “Okay. | believe you. I’ll wait.” 
| grinned. “You sure?” 

“Sure, 

“Wonderful.” 
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| stopped at the top of the stairs with Silena and lan as the 
note had instructed. | was rather proud of myself for reading that 
piece of paper. | knew Angel had given me the sense, but it felt like a 
real accomplishment to look at words and know in an instant what 
they said. Take it from me, | should know. 

“| guess we jump,” | said, already standing at the edge and 
peering down. 

“Wait. What if we die?” Silena asked. 

“Or keep falling forever?” lan asked. 

| rolled my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous, guys. As the main 
character, | have these special abilities that make me basically 
invincible.” No, | didn’t really say that. “Don’t be ridiculous, guys. 
That won’t happen. I’m sure Angel sent us here to get to Ursa Major, 
not to die. Why would she want us dead?” 

“Good point,” lan said, leaping over the edge before Silena or | 
could stop him. 

Silena gasped and put a hand over her mouth. “I can’t believe he 
just did that.” 

| looked over at her. “Really? | thought it would happen sooner.” 

| grinned at her and saluted as | went over the edge, the wind 
making my eyes water. | plummeted through the darkness long 
enough that | thought the veil would never let up. Right as that 
thought crossed my mind, though, | began to crash through trees and 
their limbs. | landed on my hands and knees in the middle of a forest. 
| was brushing the dirt and leaves off when Silena fell on top of me. 
We both tumbled down a short hill and were out of breath as we 
untangled ourselves. 

| stood up and brushed myself off once more, then pulled Silena 
to her feet. “We should go find lan, Silena. He has to be around here 
somewhere.” 


| gripped her wrist and pulled her along, not really sure where 
we were going as | pushed past brambles and thorns. Silena lost her 
footing twice, but | was quick to help her up as we went. | continued 
to run until | came to a clearing, noticing that it was night already. 
Time must have been different in Ursa Major than in Irth. | saw lan 
lying in the meadow, a few feet away. He didn’t seem to be moving 
at all, which worried me. 

Silena walked beside me as we got closer. “Why isn’t he moving, 
Alaric?” she whispered. 

“1 don’t know. | think he’s hurt,” | answered. 

She gripped my hand as we knelt beside lan and looked him 
over. The first thing | checked was that he was breathing. | sighed in 
relief when | was sure he was alive, then | looked him over further. 
He was lying on his stomach, and | saw no injuries on his back, so | 
turned him over with Silena’s help. | grimaced when | saw the blood 
on his new shirt, more for his sake than my own. When he woke up, 
he wouldn’t be pleased to see that his clothes were ruined already. As 
| pulled his shirt apart to better see the wounds, it became clear he 
had not landed on anything soft. His chest was covered in a dark 
bruise, there was a long cut across his abdomen, and several smaller 
cuts. There wasn’t a lot of blood, and the cuts weren’t deep. The 
bruise was what mostly concerned me. 

| turned to Silena, and she looked at me worriedly. “What should 
we do?” 

“| think we should look in the bag before | try anything,” she 
answered softly. 

| nodded. “Will you go get it while | find somewhere less open?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“Thanks, Silena. We won’t be far.” 

She glanced again at lan before running off into the woods to 
look for the bag. | looked down at my friend and swore quietly. | put 
my hands under his arms and dragged him into the forest, wondering 
why he had been dumb enough to land on something that had hurt 
him. | knew it wasn’t really his fault, and | didn’t blame him, but 
maybe he could have been more careful. | took him to edge of the 
trees and laid him carefully on the moss covered ground. 

Without Silena and the bag, there was nothing more | could do. 
| sat against a tree nearby and shook his shoulder, but he didn’t wake 
up. His breathing seemed to be labored, and his skin was pale. | shook 
him harder and his eyes fluttered open. 

lan gasped and rolled over to empty his stomach. | frowned and 
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covered it with leaves while he caught his breath and seemed to 
relax a little. 

“lan, what happened?” | asked, sitting down again. 

He looked down at himself and winced. “| landed on a boulder.” 

| cocked my head. “| think you’d be dead if that were true.” 

He chuckled briefly. “The trees slowed my fall enough. | was 
looking for you two when | passed out.” He closed his eyes. “Where is 
Silena, anyway?” 

“She went to look for the bag.” 

“Sorry about that.” 

| shook my head. “Don’t be. You’re hurt. You should get some 
sleep. I’ll wake you when she’s here.” 

lan nodded and grew still, letting out a few moans and wincing 
until he relaxed at last. | settled myself against the tree and stared 
across the meadow, watching for Silena. Truth be told, | was worried 
about her. It was dark and she could easily get herself lost in those 
woods. | considered going after her, but | didn’t want to leave lan 
alone in his miserable condition. | had to content myself with looking 
past the darkness. 

When my eyes began to close, | noticed Silena running back. | 
forced myself to stay awake and waved at her so she would know 
where we were. | was more relieved than | care to admit that she 
was all right, but | couldn’t worry about that. She set the bag down 
by a tree and we began digging through its contents. | found plenty 
of food and water, but nothing that would be of any use to lan. | dug 
deeper and found a bandage, and Silena held up a vial of alcohol to 
clean the cuts of any dirt or grass. 

| woke lan and helped him remove his shirt, then Silena cleaned 
the injuries, apologizing constantly when he grimaced from the sting. 
| wrapped the bandage around his torso, although | wasn’t really sure 
what it was going to do for a bruise, but | supposed if there were any 
broken ribs it would keep them in place or something. | made sure it 
was tight, then | helped lan with his shirt while he lay against a tree 
to sleep. 

| blew out a tired breath and lay in the moss, listening as Silena 
put everything away. As my eyes were beginning to grow heavy, 
Silena crouched beside me and shook my shoulder gently. | wondered 
if | would be allowed to get any sleep that night. 

| sat up and blinked a few times. “Is something wrong?” 

She shook her head. “No, it’s just that... Well, maybe | should 
use my healing magic on lan. It worked for you and—” 


“No. We should wait until tomorrow and see how he’s doing, 
then we can ask him.” 

Silena grew quiet for a long time, staring into the woods. It 
occurred to me that she was rather beautiful with the moonlight 
shining on her, but | did not voice that to her. In fact, | said nothing 
else to her because she eventually lay on the ground beside me and 
fell asleep. | shrugged and lay down as well, though my eyes wouldn’t 
seem to close. Questions rushed through my head faster than | could 
answer them. What would happen if the sixth sense gripped Silena 
again? What if a beast decided to be hungry and eat us while we 
slept? What if lan woke in the night and needed something 
desperately? | couldn’t stop thinking about those things as | lay there 
in the moss, consumed with an exhaustion that would not allow me 
to rest. 

| guess | must have fallen asleep eventually because when | sat 
up and rubbed my eyes, | didn’t feel completely terrible. | noticed 
Silena was awake already, assisting lan as he stood. The sun wasn’t 
high but there was ample light for us to see as we began to walk 
further into the forest. 

lan was slow, and we took several breaks on his behalf. | was 
glad he was able to walk, but | wasn’t sure walking around so much 
was a good idea with his chest bruised so much. | didn’t ask him to 
stop though. | knew he’d say something stupid and then we would 
keep going anyway and the whole ordeal would be a colossal waste 
of time and energy. Instead, | supported his weight as we went. 
Silena said nothing, but she kept glancing my way with a concerned 
expression on her face. | pretended not to notice this as we walked. 

When the sun had risen past the center of the blue sky, we 
stopped for food and a break. Silena and lan ate like they’d been 
starved their whole lives while | tossed an apple from hand to hand, 
never once taking a bite out of it. In fact, | put it back in the bag as 
we were getting ready to leave. As | was hefting the bag over my 
shoulder, Silena seemed to have lost her patience with me. 

“You can’t keep going the rest of the day without eating, 
Alaric,” she snapped. 

| shrugged and secured the bag over my shoulder. Silena waited 
until | was about to start walking before yanking the bag from my 
grasp and letting it fall back to the ground. | saw lan’s smirk and 
scowled at him. 

“Please listen to me. | don’t think your desire to starve yourself 
has anything to do with not being hungry. Something else is 


bothering you and it’s been bothering you all day. You’ve barely 
spoken a word and you haven’t eaten a thing. Alaric, what’s going 
on?” 

“V’m okay, Silena,” | said. 

“You’re not, Alaric, trust me on that. You aren’t okay.” 

“Then what’s wrong with me?” 

“| don’t Rnow because you won’t tell me.” 

“Why does it matter so much anyway?” 

She looked offended by my question. “| was trying to be 
thoughtful, but apparently you’re perfect and sinless.” 

| sighed. “Silena, | didn’t mean that. | wondered why it matters 
so much to you when we’ve only known each other for, like, a month, 
maybe less.” 

She nodded in understanding. “Are you really okay or are you 
just saying that?” 

| swiped a hand down my face and heard lan come closer as | 
spoke. “I don’t know. Sometimes | think everything is against me and 
that getting all five senses is stupidly impossible. Other times it’s as 
if everything is wonderful and destroying the sixth sense will be no 
problem at all. | don’t know what to think anymore. Is it really 
possible to get all five senses and end the sixth sense or am | naive 
enough to believe that it is?” 

There was a deep quiet for a long time before lan finally said, “Is 
that a rhetorical question?” 

| smiled. “Only if you don’t have an answer to give me.” 
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“And?” 

“Yes, you’re naive but | think that’s a good thing. You don’t 
really know what danger you’re in yet and you don’t need to. Right 
now, you should focus on getting the five senses, then you can get 
rid of the sixth sense. One step ata time, Alaric. You’ll probably have 
three senses before you know it.” lan put his hand on my shoulder 
and looked at me seriously. “Pull yourself together so we can get 
going.” 

| nodded, and my smile grew. “All right.” 

He handed me the sack and we walked until nightfall. None of 
us really knew where we were going at all, but we hoped that 
something would happen on its own and we would know when it did. 
At least, that was my hope. Anyway, we lay down for the night, 
Silena on my left and lan by a tree a short distance from us. | heard 
him make unnatural gasping sounds several times and finally got up 


to go make sure he wasn’t dying or something. 

“lan?” | whispered to him as | got closer. 

“Yeah?” 

| sighed in relief and knelt beside him. Even with only the moon 
for light, tt was clear that lan was pale. He wasn’t breathing properly, 
and | was worried that he had gotten worse from walking so much 
rather than resting. | glanced at Silena and pursed my lips, not 
wanting to wake her so she could heal him. | tnstead crouched by the 
bag and began to look through it. 

“How are you doing?” | asked over my shoulder. 

He coughed. “Not good. Maybe Silena could do that healing 
thing she did for you.” 

| shook my head, dropping several things from the bag and 
finding nothing. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s temporary 
anyway, and you need something that will last.” 

“Then please find something that will do that because I’m not 
sure how long | can outlast this, Alaric.” 

| blew out a frustrated breath and rummaged deeper inside the 
bag. There were plenty of first-aid things, but | doubted any of those 
would be helpful. | finally came to the bottom of the bag and saw 
something familiar. It wasn’t the rainbow liquid, if that’s what you 
were hoping for. It was a clear liquid in a clear little bottle. One 
might even say it was as clear as water, and that’s simply because it 
was water. | held it up to the moonlight and noticed a few faint 
shimmers of color, which was all confirmation | required. 

| returned to lan’s side and showed him the bottle. “| found 
something that | think will heal you entirely.” 

“Alaric, that looks an awful lot like water to me...” lan 
mumbled. 

“It isn’t. It’s the same water that healed me before. | promise.” 

“What does the label say?” 

| turned the bottle over in my hands and read it to him. “It says, 
‘Use only for emergencies.’” Well, go figure. 

“Then what are you thinking? You can’t waste that on me. 
What if one of us is stabbed to death or something?” he exclaimed. 

| shrugged. “If that happened, whoever was stabbed would be 
dead. Besides, this is an emergency. You can hardly breathe.” 

“It’s only a bruise which will heal on its own. What happened to 
you was an emergency,” lan argued. 

“Look, it won’t kill you and I’m sure there’s more. Let me pour a 
little over your bandage.” 


“No.” 

| resisted the urge to throw the bottle at him for his idiocy. 
“lan, please. It’s only going to help you. What are you so afraid is 
going to happen?” 

He threw his hands up and winced. “|! don’t know, but 
something worse could happen to one of us in the future. We should 
save it for when that happens.” 

| was unscrewing the lid when he grabbed my wrist and stopped 
me. Despite being injured, he was still much stronger than me. 
“Alaric, no. We need to save it. Who knows what could happen?” 

| heard the words leave his mouth even though he didn’t utter 
them: “With her around.” | shook my head at him. “She isn’t going to 
hurt either one of us, lan.” | stood and dropped the bottle beside him. 
“That’s for when you stop being stupid and use some of it. 
Goodnight.” 

| turned on my heel and lay on the moss, wrapping my arms 
around myself to stay warm. | heard lan cough a few times and shift 
positions during the night, but | never went to speak with him. | 
didn’t understand why he wouldn’t just use a little bit. That’s all it 
would take. A few drops, six minutes, and he would be healed. He was 
being stubborn regardless of the truth of his words. | was all too 
aware that Silena might hurt one of us or herself at some point, but | 
still thought it was dumb of him not to use the healing water. | 
closed my eyes and let myself rest after a while. 

| heard Silena move from the ground and groggily lifted my 
hands to rub the sleep from my eyes. When | stood, Silena smiled at 
me and gestured toward lan with her head. 

“Go get lan and we’ll get going,” she said. 

| frowned. “You do it. I’ll put everything back in the bag.” 

She raised a brow but said nothing and did as | asked. | went 
over the pile of things I’d left on the ground last night and shoved it 
all into the burlap sack without any thought of organization. When | 
turned, Silena was watching lan stand up and push the mess of blond 
curls from his face. It looked to me like he had taken my advice after 
all. | shook my head and picked up the bottle he’d left lying on the 
ground, dropping it inside the bag and noticing that it wasn’t full 
anymore. | watched lan remove his bandages and saw Silena grin 
widely at him. 

| turned away from them and started into the woods. “We really 
should get going, guys,” | called. 

“Alaric, lan is better,” Silena replied happily. 


“Yep, | know. | wonder how that could have happened.” | rolled 
my eyes and was glad, for once, that so much sarcasm had seeped 
into my words. 

lan came to stand in front of me. “I’ll carry that,” he offered. 

| glared at him dully and dropped the bag into his arms 
unceremoniously. “Great idea. Let’s go.” 

Silena walked beside me as we went, and although she didn’t 
say a thing, | knew how desperately she wanted to. She wanted to 
ask me what had happened, | would say nothing, and then she would 
get angry at me. It had happened plenty of times already, in case you 
hadn’t caught on. That was the way she was, and it could be 
dreadfully annoying. 

| continuously ignored her penetrating looks and lan’s frown. 
None of us spoke at all, which was strange and refreshing at the 
same time. In fact, no one said anything until well after lunch when | 
heard someone say my name. 

“Alaric.” 

| stopped dead in my tracks and turned to Silena, but it hadn’t 
been a feminine voice I’d heard. | looked at lan and he looked as 
confused as | felt. | spun in a circle and saw no one else who could 
have feasibly spoken my name. 

| startled when Silena touched my arm to get my attention. 
“Alaric? Are you okay?” 

| pushed a hand through my hair. “|... 1 thought | heard 
someone say... Never mind. It was nothing,” | answered even while 
scanning the forest with my eyes. 

“That’s a huge lie.” 

| tore my gaze from the trees and focused on her. “What?” 

“Don’t say what. You’re not okay and it isn’t nothing. 
Something happened to make you this edgy and something happened 
between you and lan that apparently neither of you will amend.” She 
put her hands on her hips. “Stop being so stubborn and idiotic. We’re 
here to help you, not to distract you or to hinder you.” 

| met both of their eyes and took a breath. “Look, | apologize for 
being stupid and I’m sorry if | made either of you feel like 
distractions. Really, | am.” 

lan smiled and nodded. “Okay. So, what happened just now?” 

“| heard something—and don’t blame me if this sounds 
completely crazy—say my name.” 

| already saw the doubt in their eyes. lan was the first to speak. 
“Well, let’s be careful then and avoid random voices that say names.” 


Silena agreed, and we walked farther and farther and kept 
walking farther until the moon rose tn the sky. The stars shone 
brightly as a dark veil settled over the entire forest. 

| ate absently, my mind occupied by the enigmatic voice. | 
wondered if there could be someone following us, like lan had been 
following me. Maybe a beast was on our trail, lurking in the bushes. 
Then again, beasts didn’t speak, and a stranger aimlessly wandering 
through a forest didn’t seem all that likely either. Unless it was a 
person, someone who had gotten near enough to overhear us talk 
and therefore knew my name. There was still the question of why 
they wanted me though. | shivered briefly and closed my eyes. 

“Alaric, I’m worried about the sixth sense,” Silena said aftera 
long enough time of quiet that | thought her and lan had fallen 
asleep. 

“Why?” | asked tiredly. 

“You always say that you don’t really know what you’re doing, 
so how do | Rnow | can believe what you say about the sixth sense?” 

“l’ve said that, like, twice. You shouldn’t worry about it. You 
aren’t the one who’s going to destroy it anyway. | am.” 

She sighed. “So? What if I’m worried about you?” 

| chuckled. “Me? What is there to worry about?” 

“V’m being serious.” 

“Silena, I’m going to be careful and I’m going to make sure that 
you and lan don’t get hurt. | promise.” 

“Is that a promise you’re going to keep?” 

“Of course,” | said, a little offended that she would suggest 
otherwise. “| don’t break promises nearly so often as you may 
believe.” 

“All right. | hope you’re telling the truth.” 

| smiled to myself and went to sleep without any dreams to 
wake me up, except something did wake me. It wasn’t lan snoring or 
Silena whenever she whispered things in her sleep. | had grown 
accustomed to hearing that. It was something else, something much 
more unnerving. | heard that voice again and it whispered my name 
again. It was that sound which caused me to jump to my feet and 
inhale a sharp breath when | saw something that | hadn’t thought 
possible. It was something | had never even imagined might be a 
possibility. lt was something entirely foreign to my brain. 

Silena...” | breathed. “Silena, get up. lan, you guys should come 
see this. It’s crazy cool.” | spoke in a whisper, but it was loud enough 
for them to hear. No more words seemed able to leave my open 
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mouth, so | raised my hand and pointed. 

A massive bear was walking slowly toward us. When | say 
massive, I’m not talking about an average sized bear. Most bears are 
big, but this one was literally gigantic. He wasn’t brown either, or 
black or white or gray or any other color a bear might be. What 
caught my undivided attention about the beast was his appearance. 
With every step he took, the trees around him shimmered across his 
thick coat of fur, almost like a painting. When he yawned, two tree 
trunks seemed to allow his mouth to open and close, but only until 
he moved again. Then everything on him shifted to reflect the forest. 
His eyes changed from blue to brown to yellow to green. Leaves and 
grass rippled across the fur of his paws. Now, | had never seen a bear 
before, but it occurred to me that whatever this creature was, he 
was no ordinary bear. 

The three of us only stood there, rooted to the spot. The bear 
came before us and sat with his legs crossed and his arms folded over 
his chest. It amazed me that he was able to do such a humane thing. 

When he spoke, | recognized his voice immediately as the one 
that had said my name. “Alaric. | know the reason you came here, 
and | Rnow what you have done to get here. | congratulate you on 
your efforts.” | nodded. “I’m sure you’re wondering who | am and 
perhaps how | came to know your name. Well, Alaric Folly, you’re 
something of a celebrity where we Keepers come from. The others 
wish you well on your journey.” | nodded again and waited for him to 
continue. “| am Espen, Keeper of knowledge and understanding. | 
must ask you a question which | have sworn to ask, but | think you’ll 
soon tire of hearing it. Nonetheless, why do you want the sense of 
knowledge?” 

Compared to that speech, anything | had to say was going to 
sound lame, but | cleared my throat and answered his question 
anyway. “| want the sense of knowledge so that | can find my way 
home and understand the things that are told to me in their entirety. 
| also want the sense of knowledge so that maybe Ill be, you know, 
knowledgeable and all that.” | stopped for a moment, suddenly 
uncertain whether | should voice my real reason for wanting the 
sense. Espen seemed to detect this and nodded for me to continue, so 
| did. “| want the sense of knowledge because | think it can help me 
learn how to destroy the sixth sense.” 

The Keeper nodded his head, his mesmerizing eyes changing 
with each lift as trees passed over his face. For a moment, he sat 
perfectly still, staring at me. More accurately, it was as though Espen 
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was staring straight through me at something that | could not see. | 
held his gaze until he blinked at last, and | released a breath. 

“You’re telling the truth,” he said, sounding a touch surprised. 

“Why wouldn’t | be?” | asked. 

He shrugged. “A lot of people thrive on lies, Alaric. Many seek 
me out, hoping to goad me into giving them the sense that they may 
gain the knowledge to defeat others. You, however, are different than 
most. It will be an honor to grant you the sense of knowledge.” 

| smiled. “Thank you, Espen.” 

The colossal bear got on all fours and lowered his head to meet 
my eyes. “Don’t thank me yet. Come with me.” He turned to look 
briefly at my friends. “Alone.” 

My smile fell. “They’ve been with me all this time. Why can’t 
they come now?” 

“The place I’m taking you to is sacred. Only those who are 
receiving the sense are able to enter. It simply isn’t possible for them 
to cross its border. I’m sorry.” 

“| won’t Rnow how to get back here though,” | said. 

“Yes, you will. Are you going to come or not?” 

“1...” | released a defeated breath. “Yeah, I’ll come, but | need 
to talk with them first.” 

Espen didn’t say anything, so | went to my friends and spoke 
first to lan. Obviously, | was ignoring the ladies first rule, but there 
was another rule that said best for last. That was the one | intended 
to follow. “lan, | haven’t really been that great to you since you 
showed up and I’m sorry about that. In fact, | almost threw that 
bottle at you the other day. Despite those things, you’re a good 
friend. Even at school, | considered you a friend.” 

lan lifted a brow before | could finish. “Did you?” 

| grinned. “More of an acquaintance, | guess. My point is that | 
apologize for being indifferent and ignorant. Forgive me?” 

He smiled. “Sure, Alaric.” 

| nodded and turned to Silena. She looked... sick. I’m not 
saying that instead of beautiful or anything, | say that in all 
seriousness. Her skin was pale and clammy, and her arms were 
wrapped around her sides, as though she was cold. | frowned and 
wrapped my shirt around her shoulders. 

“Won’t you need that?” she asked as | took a step back. 

| shrugged and gestured to the t-shirt I’d worn under my school 
shirt. “No, but you will. Silena, what happened?” 

“| think it’s because the magic ts leaving me. I’ve already used it 


to heal you, and that drained a lot. The rest is going to go away 
entirely, and | don’t know how that’s going to affect me.” She 
coughed. “Well, aside from making me sick.” 

My frown deepened. “Are you going to be okay?” 

“Of course. I’m sure there are blankets in the bag. Now that | 
think of that, we should have checked for those ages ago. Anyway, 
lan can help me with anything | need.” 

“You could use that magic water stuff Angel gave us. That’s 
what lan used.” 

Silena shook her head. “Magic won’t do anything. The magic is 
leaving my body, so what do you think putting more inside me is 
going to do?” 

My shoulders fell. “I guess leave like the rest.” 

“ExACtly.” 

That sucked. “I’m sorry | have to leave with you like this, Silena, 
but | won’t have another chance. If you want, | can—” 

“No, you can’t. You should go get the sense. I’ll be fine. Why do 
you care so much anyway?” 

| remembered wondering the same thing only last night. “You’re 
my friend.” 

She grinned. “Then be a good friend to me and go get the sense, 
Alaric. You’re right, there won’t ever be another chance if you turn it 
down now.” 

| nodded. “All right. If you insist.” 

Silena rolled her eyes, but | didn’t miss the smile still on her lips 
as | walked back to Espen’s side. “Okay.” 

He began to walk away, and | followed close behind him, staring 
at his strange body. His back looked like it was sprouting trees from 
each vertebra of his spine. On him it looked natural, but | was sure 
that on a normal bear, tt would look extremely unnatural. | didn’t 
really know what Espen was, aside from being the Keeper of the 
sense of Rnowledge, but | did know that he was nothing ordinary. 

| tore my thoughts from such things and looked instead at 
where we now stood. It was a meadow, but there was something 
about it that nagged at me. It looked eerily similar to the clearing 
Silena and | had found lan in, though | knew it was not the same one. 
This meadow was edged with little pink flowers and the center was 
covered with bright green moss. 

We went to the middle of the clearing and Espen sat in his 
meditative position. | sat down with my legs crossed and waited 
patiently for him to say something. 
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“This is the sacred place | spoke of before. Here, magic flows 
through the air. You’re breathing it into your body as | speak, but 
that ts not something you should fear. It ts a part of my process. This 
place is where you will receive the sense of smarts, of wisdom, of 
understanding, of Rnowledge. It has been called by many names, 
Alaric.” He paused for a moment, something he seemed to do often, 
and studied me. “What do you call this sense?” 

| cocked my head. “I’ve said it already. The sense of knowledge. 
That’s what everyone calls it. Besides, it sounds better than the 
others.” 

“But, tf you were given the choice, would you call it something 
different?” 

| shook my head. “No, of course not. | wouldn’t change the 
name of any sense. That seems... wrong.” 

“Very well.” He looked down at me. “When you close your eyes, 
you will feel a weight on your head, but do not push it away. If you 
do, there will be no sense to grant you and you will be stupider than 
before. When you feel the pressure release and see a light, even as 
your eyes are closed, you may return to Silena and lan.” 

“| won’t Rnow where to go.” 

Espen smiled, which was kind of creepy due to his sharp teeth 
showing. “Don’t worry, Alaric, you will know where to find them.” 

| nodded and closed my eyes. | felt nothing the first few 
moments, but then | felt the crushing weight the Keeper had 
mentioned. The top of my head began to pound from the pressure, 
but | didn’t dare move an inch or make a sound. When | thought it 
was never going to end, the compression let up and | breathed a sigh 
of relief, keeping my eyes shut. | sat there and awaited the flash of 
light that had yet to come, wondering how long | would have to 
wait. | felt sure I’d been sitting in that meadow for hours when the 
harsh light flashed briefly in front of me. It was bright enough for me 
to see through my eyelids, like Espen said it would be. | opened my 
eyes and blinked until my vision readjusted. 

Espen was gone. | only saw trees, heard birds, and watched as 
an ordinary bear strolled away, raking his claws over a few trees as 
he went. | suddenly knew exactly what had happened to Espen. The 
Keeper had never been with me, at least, not physically. He had 
embodied a bear with the use of magic so that he would be able to 
better communicate with me. Espen, the Keeper of the sense of 
knowledge, was Ursa Major. He was the island itself and that was 
why the bear’s fur appeared the way it did. It shimmered with trees 


and grass because so much magic tn that little bear’s body was too 
much for it to contain. The magic found ways to expel itself by 
causing the fur to manifest trees and grass and leaves. | thanked 
Espen as | pushed myself up, feeling sure he would accept my thanks 
this time. 
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Espen said that | would know where to go to find Silena and 
lan, but | had not believed him. As | walked through the forest, 
however, | was able to recall every last turn we had taken to find the 
sacred meadow and | retraced each of those turns. Eventually, | was 
able to recognize where | was going rather than somehow knowing. 
Finding my way back to the others was easy once | made it to the 
first meadow because | remembered each step we had taken and 
every stop we’d made to get to where we were. | recalled it all 
perfectly. 

When | arrived, | found lan leaning against a tree with Silena 
asleep beside him. She was wrapped in a blanket and the shirt | had 
lent her. She was shivering in rest, and | was concerned for her. None 
of us Rnew what would happen if all the magic left her body. As she 
said herself at the Melting Television, she might disappear. | went 
over to lan and leaned against the tree. 

“Alaric, she passed out a while ago, but she told me she would 
be fine,” lan said. 

| looked at him. “She said that?” 

“Yes.” 

“How can she possibly know whether she’ll be fine or not? She 
told me herself that she doesn’t Rnow what will happen if the magic 
leaves her body.” 

“In any case, we should let her rest.” 

| glanced back at Silena and saw her shiver. “lan, we could use 
the magic water.” 

He furrowed his brows. “She told me that wouldn’t do 


anything.” 
“Shouldn’t we try to help her?” 
“| mean...I guess, if you want to try a little...” 


“Will you bring it to me, please?” | asked. 

He nodded and dropped to his knees by the burlap bag. | 
watched him search almost frantically for the small vial. He pulled 
out bottles of water and a few that contained cleaning alcohol. He 
dropped food on the ground until he finally pulled out the magical 
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healing water. | left after that, needing a moment to myself where 
my thoughts could sort themselves out. The sense of knowledge was, 
after all, a lot to take it at once. 

| found a boulder a good distance away to lean against and 
collect myself. 

The first sense | had gotten was feeling, and it was amazing. | 
was glad | could feel things and | would be even happier when | got 
home, and | could feel Mother and Father’s arms around me. The 
sense of feeling was just that, physical feeling and nothing else. Then 
there was the sense of reading, which | had utilized only a few times 
since receiving. | was glad that | had it so | could read books and bea 
better student in Professor Higgin’s class, but it was like feeling. It 
was the sense of reading, and that was that. The sense of knowledge 
was so much more than a sense. It was everything | hadn’t known 
shoved inside my head all at once, and wow it had hurt. That wasn’t 
my biggest worry though. No, my biggest worry was that | knew how 
to end the sixth sense. A sense | didn’t even have, and | was now an 
expert in its annihilation. The truth of what that meant made me 
sick. 

| wiped my hands down my face and dragged myself back to lan 
and Silena. | walked slowly and leaned heavily against a tree. lan had 
been waiting for me and he came to sit against a tree across from 
me with a sympathetic expression on his face. 

When | offered up no information, lan took it upon himself to 
extract whatever he thought he needed to hear. Or whatever he 
thought | needed to say aloud. “Is something the matter?” 

| closed my eyes briefly. “| don’t... 1! really don’t know, lan.” 

That was not what he’d wanted to hear. He grabbed my arm and 
pulled me up, leading me away from Silena. He released me when we 
could no longer see her, and the expression he wore had changed 
from that of sympathy to a glare. 

“What happened? What did Espen say to you?” he questioned. 

| shook my head. “He gave me the sense of Rnowledge, but 
that’s the problem here. | don’t want... to know...” | sighed and 
let my voice drift off. 

“What?” 

“lan, | can’t keep doing this,” | muttered resignedly. 

“| don’t understand.” 

“The senses. Before | got the sense of knowledge, | hadn’t 
noticed how little | understood about what | was doing. | hadn’t 
known what destroying the sixth sense meant, but now... 
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Everything is different. | understand what we actually have to do. 
What / set out to do in the first place. | didn’t Rnow this is what 
getting the sense of knowledge meant, lan.” 

lan took a breath and smiled at me. “I think you’re exhausted, 
Alaric. Why don’t you sleep for a while and then we’ll talk about it.” 

“| can’t. | don’t think I’ll be able to handle all the senses. If the 
rest of them are like this, it’s going to drive me crazy.” 

“That sounds like something you’d say.” He took me by the arm 
again and led me to a tree near Silena where he wanted me to sleep. 
“You need rest. Go to sleep.” | sighed and leaned against the tree with 
crossed arms. “Alaric, please. We’ll talk tomorrow when you’re less 
dramatic and ridiculous about everything. Things will be clearer then. 
Please.” 

That’s when | finally closed my eyes and sank into a peaceful 
sleep. | didn’t shift positions or whisper things in my sleep. | didn’t 
have nightmares that made zero sense to anyone, whether they had 
the sense of Rnowledge or not. That rest might have been the single 
most sleepful rest I’d ever experienced. To this day, | don’t believe I’ve 
had a better night than | did that time. | slept for a long time, too. 
lan told me it was for two days and when the sun rose after that 
second day, | opened my eyes and rubbed the tiredness from them. 

When | pushed myself up, | saw that Silena was still asleep. | 
noted that her skin was no longer pale, and she wasn’t shivering 
anymore. | squinted and saw lan standing at the forest’s edge, staring 
aimlessly into the distance. | went to stand at the forest’s edge as 
well. 

“How’s Silena doing?” | asked to interrupt the silence. 

“Oh, she’s great. She’ll probably be awake soon,” he answered. 

| didn’t miss the sarcasm in his tone. “That’s good then.” 

There was a time of quiet before lan spoke again. “Il wasn’t 
worried about her, and you shouldn’t be either. Yes, she had a fever 
and she passed out, but she’ll get better and be fine in next to no 
time. You, whom there is nothing wrong with, slept for two days and 
are pretending you didn’t tell me that you were giving up. | mean, 
seriously!” He took a deep breath. “Look, | know that you care about 
her, and that’s fine. But, as a friend, I’m worried about both of you. | 
need you to tell me one thing, Alaric. Are you sure you’re all right, 
because you told me before that you didn’t know.” 

| sighed and turned away to stare at nothing. “You were right, 
lan. | was exhausted and it took me two days of rest to realize that. 
I’m fine, so there’s no need to worry about anyone. We’re all going to 
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be fine.” To my surprise, | found that | meant every word of what | 
had just said. 

| turned back to my friend, but he was looking elsewhere. | 
followed his gaze to see Silena brushing leaves from her hair. When 
she saw us, she grinned and came over as though she’d never been 
sick for a second. 

“Good to see you haven’t died yet,” | said. 

“Yep. | suppose losing some of my magic wasn’t such a horrible 
thing.” 

“All of it isn’t gone?” lan asked. 

“Nope. Well, not yet anyway.” She waved away our concern. 
“Shouldn’t we get going?” 

lan’s smile faded, and he turned toward me. All | did was shrug. 
“| was hoping Silena would know where to go,” | admitted. 

“Me? Is that because | knew where you could get the sense of 
reading? | have no clue where to go, Alaric. | thought Espen would 
have told you.” 

| folded my arms across my chest. “He didn’t. He didn’t say 
anything about where... Wait. Stay here. I’ll be back tn a second.” 

The Keeper may not have told me with words, but | remembered 
the brown bear scraping trees with his claws. | walked deeper into 
the woods, near the meadow lan had been in, and then | saw the 
marks. | ran my hand over the bare trunk of a tree where the bark 
had been scraped away. | glanced over my shoulder and saw that lan 
and Silena had followed me despite my order to stay. 

| pointed to the tree. “Espen left those marks for us. If we 
follow them, | think we’ll come across the Keeper of the sense of 
flight or taste.” 

“What tf you’re wrong and it leads us in circles or something?” 
lan questioned. 

“Then we'll be hopelessly lost, but | doubt that’s going happen.” 
Neither of them said anything. “I haven’t felt this good itn ages, guys. 
| know what I’m talking about. Trust me.” 

lan readjusted the bag on his shoulder. “Alaric, | don’t think this 
is a good idea. You came here to get the sense of knowledge and look 
how that turned out.” 

| threw up my hands. “Fine, don’t believe me tf you don’t want 
to, but I’m following the path with or without the two of you.” 

| left them standing there and trudged in the direction of the 
marked trees alone. Kidding, | wasn’t alone. I’d barely made it ten 
feet before both my friends joined me. | was glad they were with me, 
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not only because this would be a really boring story without their 
company, but because | didn’t want to go alone. 

We walked for many hours and didn’t stop until well past 
midnight, though | was convinced we could go another day. lan 
wouldn’t have any part tn that though and Silena was already 
dragging her feet and getting cold, so we stopped and settled down 
for the night. That’s how it went for days and days, until one night 
when we were all terribly exhausted and we barely noticed the lake 
not far from where we collapsed and slept. 

| awoke that night when | felt someone shake my shoulder. lan 
was whispering my name, and | sat up to study him. He was gripping 
both of my shoulders tightly and his eyes looked... apologetic. 

“Alaric, | thought... Silena... I’m sorry.” 

| blinked in confusion. “Huh?” 

“Silena. | thought she would be fine, but she isn’t. The water 
didn’t do anything and there’s hardly any left. She’s sick again, but | 
think it’s worse this time. I’m sorry, Alaric.” 

| pushed the hair from my face and turned toward Silena. Her 
face was bone white, except her red cheeks that burned with fever. 
She was shivering terribly, and | realized that her eyes were squeezed 
shut, as though in some sort of pain. It was clear to me that this 
was because whatever magic was left in her was leaving and it was 
hurting her. 

“lan, it isn’t your fault,” | said as | wrapped the blanket tightly 
around her and sat beside her. 

He nodded and left me there for a while. When he came back, he 
stood behind me and spoke softly. “You can’t go without sleep.” 

| held my head in my hands. “I know, but I’m not going to sleep 
until Silena is better.” 

“That’s stupid. When you die of exhaustion, don’t blame me.” 

He left after that and went to sleep. | was being stupid, if that’s 
what you want to hear, but | had my reasons. It really had nothing to 
do with Silena, | was only using her illness as an excuse not to sleep. 
| didn’t want to sleep and have dreams about the sixth sense. | didn’t 
want to see myself do what | knew had to be done. | didn’t even 
want to think about it, but not sleeping was doing nothing for me. | 
still thought about it constantly and it scared me. There you go. | 
was frightened of the truth. 

| stayed there with Silena until the sun began to rise. She still 
hadn’t opened her eyes, but | knew she would soon. Once the magic 
left, she would be fine again. | hoped. 
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lan came over to me when he was awake and sighed heavily. 
“Alaric, listen. We both know that staying awake all night had 
nothing to do with Silena. You’re afraid if you sleep, you might have 
nightmares about the sixth sense. Well, maybe you will, but you can’t 
possibly think that keeping yourself up is any way to prevent that 
from happening. It’s a dumb solution and you know it.” He shook his 
head and spoke quietly. “| know you better than this, Alaric. It isn’t 
like you to be dramatic about everything. After you gained the sense 
of knowledge, something happened. | don’t think it’s too much for 
you, and | know you don’t believe that either. | think you know 
something that you didn’t know before, and you hate that you know 
had 

| closed my eyes for a time and blew out a long breath. He was 
closer to the truth than he knew. “You’re right. It’s something | 
realized about the sense of killing. Before | received the sense of 
knowledge, | didn’t really know what | would have to do to destroy 
the sixth sense. Then | got the sense, and | suddenly understood the 
only way to accomplish such a thing.” | looked at him. “If | want to 
end the sixth sense from existing, from controlling anyone else, | 
have to kill the Keeper of the sense. Death is the only way, lan, and 
that really sucks.” 

“| know.” 

“Whether the Keeper is human or animal, | can’t do that. To 
take a life can’t be the only way. There must be something else | can 
do. | can’t...” | rubbed my eyes. “I can’t kill anyone or anything for 
any reason.” 

“No one is forcing you to. You can walk away when you have 
the five senses and go home. You won’t have to do anything that you 
don’t want to do. It’s really that easy, Alaric.” 

| scowled at him. “It isn’t easy, lan. It’s impossible and if you 
knew what had to be done, why didn’t you ever tell me?” 

lan frowned. “You always said you didn’t care what you had to 
do because you were going to do it no matter what.” 

“| know, but—” 

“You don’t Rnow, else you would have done something about it! 
I’ve given you a solution to your problem, and you’re still here 
complaining to me about it. Walk away from the sixth sense and go 
home!” lan sucked in a deep breath. “| apologize. It’s just that... 
This isn’t like you and you’re being overemotional. If you don’t want 
to kill, then go home. Please.” 

| laid my head in my hands and stayed quiet for a long time, 


glad that | had lan to slap some sense into me. He was undeniably 
correct about literally everything. | was only doing this to myself. | 
could go home right now, and | wouldn’t have to worry about the 
sixth sense ever again. Except that | would worry. | would worry 
about it every day of my life and wonder if | had only killed the 
Keeper, would Irth be different? Would it be better? | had left Irth 
with the intention of ending the sixth sense and | was going to keep 
that promise, one way or another. 

lan put a hand on my shoulder, and | looked up at him. “Are you 
going to be okay?” 

| smiled. “Yeah. Thank you, lan.” 

He looked relieved. “Good. Now | won’t have to deal with your 
sulking anymore.” 

| grinned and rolled my eyes as | picked myself up and pulled lan 
to his feet. “Let’s get Silena. We’ve wasted more than enough time 
because of me.” 

| knelt beside Silena and gently shook her. She opened her eyes 
and groggily pushed herself to a sitting position. She smiled tiredly at 
me, and we went back to where lan stood. As we stood there, we 
finally noticed the aforementioned lake. Its surface was as smooth as 
the magical water that had healed me, its reflection like looking ina 
mirror. There wasn’t a single ripple to be seen and it looked a lot like 
the sky was lying on the ground. That, however, would be absurd. 

lan was staring at it and if | hadn’t known better, | would’ve 
thought his jaw had been dislocated. Silena had a similar expression 
on her face as she looked at the perfect, glassy plain. | could only 
stare at it distractedly, other thoughts occupying my attention. | 
stayed lost in my mind until Sitlena touched my arm and reality 
returned to me. 

“What are we going to do now?” she asked. 

“Go swimming,” | replied. 

lan scowled. “What a fantastic idea. | remember how great our 
last swim went.” 

| shrugged that off. “| don’t always have every answer to every 
problem. We walked up a staircase that was several hundred feet 
high, jumped off a cliff, even talked to animals. If you ask me, 
swimming is the least ludicrous thing I’ve suggested in quite some 
time.” | smiled. “It’s funny that you guys are disagreeing with a short 
swim after all that.” 

“| still think we should consider our options. Yes, we’ve done 
some crazy stuff, but this time maybe we could at least try to not do 


something life threatening. For once,” Silena suggested. 

“Okay,” | said indifferently. 

“No argument?” lan asked. 

| raised a brow. “Do you want me to argue?” 

“Not at all, but you seem to be fond of it.” 

| shook much head and theatrically walked away from them, 
finding a nice tree to lean against while they sorted things out. | 
watched a bird glide over the water’s surface and dive under. | waited 
for it to come back up and fly away, but it never did. | didn’t see the 
bird rise from the water. 

A shiver ran down my spine and | turned away from the lake. | 
considered the sixth sense again, thought about the only way to end 
it forever. | had always known in my heart that it might come to 
this, though | never wanted to believe it. | didn’t want to kill 
something, no matter what it was. | doubted that if the Keeper was 
a flower | would be able to kill it. I’d be so shocked that | wouldn’t be 
able to move, anyway. The more | thought it over, the more | became 
certain that killing was the wrong answer. 

“Alaric?” 

| opened my eyes and looked at lan. “Why did | get the sense of 
knowledge when it’s useless?” 

“Useless?” 

“| mean, entirely useless when it comes to finding a solution 
that doesn’t involve death.” 

“V’m sure you'll figure something out as usual, but that has 
nothing to do with why | came to talk to you. We have to swim.” 

“You’re sure?” 

“Yup. We can’t even see the end on either side, so going around 
could take days.” 

“How far is it across?” 

“Kind of lengthy, but | think we can make it. There isn’t even a 
current and | don’t think it’s all that deep.” 

| thought of the bird going under and staying there, but | 
decided not to tell the others lest | worry them for nothing. “Did 
Silena say she’ll be fine to swim across?” 

“Of course I’ll be fine. The fever is gone, and | feel fine.” Silena 
stepped beside lan. “Honest.” 

| looked at both of them and narrowed my eyes. “You didn’t 
need to tell me what you already knew. What did you really want to 
tell me?” 

lan nudged Silena and she glared at him before answering my 


question. “We won’t be able to take the sack with us.” 

| shrugged. “All right.” 

“That’s it?” 

“What do you want me to say?” 

“That all our food is about to be lost and that you know a way 
to bring it across.” 

“V’d only be repeating what you already said though.” 

She scowled at me. “Whatever.” 

“There isn’t a way to bring it across anyway. Everything would 
get wet and ruined no matter what we did.” 

lan suppressed a snort. “Then why are we standing around?” 

| followed him and Silena to the edge of the uncannily still 
water. | caught sight of my reflection and saw something strange 
shift in the water, but | thought nothing of it. | was tired and my 
eyes were likely playing tricks on me. Then again, if | was seeing 
things, perhaps | shouldn’t be attempting to swim across anything 
until | had some rest. 

“| don’t if | should swim across yet,” | said. 

lan was already waste deep in the water, visibly shivering. “Is 
something wrong?” 

“Exhaustion.” 

“You'll be fine. It isn’t as long as | thought, and you won’t have 
to swim. This ts as deep as it gets. Come on.” 

“Fine.” 

| walked into the water and my breath lodged in my throat. | 
had never been so cold. | felt like someone had replaced my blood 
with ice. | continued toward the others regardless, hoping the 
movement would warm me up. It was a futile hope. | only got colder. 
By the time | caught up with the others, | couldn’t control the 
shaking. 

“Aren’t y-you guys c-c-cold?” | asked when we were more than 
halfway across. 

Silena looked over at me. “The water is warm, Alaric.” 

“You’re crazy. It’s f-freezing.” 

“No, you’re crazy. It’s warm.” 

“She’s right, Alaric.” lan confirmed. 

“You were shivering earlier!” 

“And now I’m used to the temperature.” 

| blew out a breath and wrapped my arms around myself, 
hunching my shoulders. “W-w-whatever.” 

| shivered relentlessly as we made it to the other side. | was 


about to climb out while lan helped Silena, more than ready for some 
warmth, but my foot hit a rock and | fell under. | pushed myself back 
up and spewed out the water l’d swallowed. When | leaned over with 
my hands on my knees, something wrapped around my wrist and 
yanked me under again. | tried not to inhale any water as | was 
dragged deeper and deeper—which was rather confusing because | 
had been walking in it only moments before—but | sucked in more 
water. My lungs hurt and felt like they might explode any minute. | 
struggled and broke free, but whatever had pulled me under grabbed 
my hand again and kept me underwater. At that point, | was ready to 
sigh, and let the thing take me wherever it wanted. Instead of doing 
that, | continued to struggle when | heard something splash. My 
vision was already dark, and it was difficult to see, but | felt myself 
begin to rise to the surface. The grip on my wrist tightened, and | 
couldn’t help but cry out and breathe in more water. Something 
wrapped around my chest and yanked hard, finally, finally, pulling me 
free of the water. When my head broke the surface, | gasped and 
choked up all the water | had consumed. 

Whoever pulled me free led me to solid ground where | flopped 
to the grass and sucked in as much air as | could. Never, in all my 
life, had | ever appreciated air as much as | did then. 

“Are you all right?” lan asked me when | was breathing normally. 

| tried to push myself up, but my right hand wouldn’t hold my 
weight and | fell back. “Apparently not.” 

Silena and lan crouched beside me and we all looked at my 
hand. It was bruised in a purple spiral pattern. The bruise stretched 
from the tips of my fingers to my wrist and, if you want the truth, 
looked pretty cool. 

| glanced at Silena and gave her a reassuring smile. “You don’t 
need to do that stupid healing thing, by the way. I’m fine and we 
have healing water.” 

lan audibly exhaled. “Alaric, no one’s going to do the healing 
thing and we left the bag.” 

“Then. go det tt.” 

“After what happened to you? No way.” 

“Then what are we supposed to do in the meantime? Starve? If 
we plan to go anywhere else, then we need the bag.” | pushed my 
dripping hair out of my eyes. “The water is only waste deep. We could 
have brought the bag to being with.” 

“You said not to.” 

“And you listened?” | sighed and closed my eyes to rest them. 


“Look, I’m sorry. It would be great if one of you went to get the bag. 
The water is just waste high.” 

“Then how do you explain the depth you went?” 

“| don’t know, lan!” | exclaimed. “I was walking with you and 
Silena, and then | fell under! How do you explain these bruises? How 
do you explain how they got there? How do you explain the bird that 
never came up?” | Rnow | hadn’t told them about that, but | was 
tired and frustrated and | was saying whatever came to mind first. 

lan opened his mouth to yell something at me, but wisely closed 
it again and swore under his breath. When he looked back at me, he 
looked resigned. “It doesn’t matter anyway. | used the last of it for 
Silena.” 

| turned to him. “What?” 

“It’s gone, Alaric.” 

“Then explain this, lan. What are we supposed to do now?” 

lan stood and held his hand out to me. “I don’t know. Find 
something to eat and wander around until we find a Keeper?” 

| shrugged and composed myself. “Okay.” 

| took lan’s hand, and he pulled me up, but | had naturally 
offered him my right hand without thinking. | winced and pulled my 
arm away, stumbling back and falling. | couldn’t put weight on my 
ankle either. | must have hit it hard on that rock. 

“Sorry,” lan muttered. 

“Don’t be. It wasn’t your fault.” | paused for a moment and 
hung my head. “I can’t walk. | think | sprained my ankle or 
something.” 

“You can’t walk with help?” Silena asked. 

“| don’t think so.” 

She pursed her lips. “I can help. Not all my magic is gone yet,” 
she said softly. 

“No, thank you.” 

“Well, we aren’t going to leave you here.” 

| shrugged. “Okay, but we’re going to be here for a while.” 

There was silence. Then, “Alaric, your breaths are shallow,” lan 
said. 

“| can’t imagine why. Maybe that’s something else you’d like to 
explain?” | mumbled. 

“We've been awake for hours. Why don’t we get some rest and 
tomorrow maybe it will be better.” 

| had nothing else to do so | lay on the grass with closed eyes 
and fell asleep instantly. 
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| shifted on the ground and winced, moving my arm so it rested 
on my chest and wouldn’t jostle. | still felt the pain of the bruises, 
but it certainly wasn’t as intense. When | opened my eyes, | had to 
squint against the brilliant sun. | stayed on my back and stared at 
my strange hand. | wondered what could cause marks like that and 
why they were even there. 

“The water.” 

| shot up and looked around, but there was no one there save 
the three of us. “What?” | breathed. 

“| can help you if you get in the water. You’re welcome to bring 
your friends with you.” 

“Who are you?” 

The voice sighed. “Get in the water or I’ll let my island kill you.” 

| thought that was straight forward, so | shook lan and Silena 
awake. “| know what to do.” 

They both seemed happy about that. “What?’ 

“We need to go into the water.” 

Silena looked at me like | had lost my mind. “Are you feeling all 
right?” 

“I’m fine. Help me up.” 

| stood up and fell to all fours, my wrist collapsing beneath my 
weight. | got to my feet a second time, and thankfully lan stood with 
me and supported nearly all my weight. 

“| thought you couldn’t walk.” 

“| can’t,” | whispered. “The water, lan.” 

Silena joined us, and they both held me upright as we waded 
into the frigid water to our waists. They both turned to me with 
confused expressions and raised brows. | knew exactly what was 
going to happen... ish, and | dreaded it. 

“You have to let me go and swim under,” | said quietly. 

lan frowned. “You'll fall.” 

“Yes, | know.” 

“Alaric, you’re going to get yourself drowned.” 

| snorted. “Please. | know how to swim. Dive under, Silena.” 

She blew out a breath. “This is a stupid idea.” 

“Trust me? Please?” 

“Okay. Be careful.” 

Silena let go of me and dropped under the water, vanishing into 
the depths that sometimes existed. | stumbled without her on one 
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side, but lan steadied me, relieving my ankle of any pressure. 

“Tan;-go.” 

He shook his head. “You’re a moron, Alaric.” 

“Thanks. Now go or I’ll push you.” 

“| hope you know what you’re doing.” 

He released me and went under the water. The second there was 
no one to help me stand, my ankle twisted, and | took a deep breath 
as | fell under. | let myself sink deeper and deeper, shivering the 
whole time. The water began to swirl around me, and | was 
inevitably caught tn its path, tumbling into things | couldn’t see. My 
hand banged against something, and | gasped, inhaling water. After a 
few moments, | felt myself rise to the surface where | could breathe 
air once more. 

lan and Silena were there to pull me onto soft ground and they 
both seemed to be saying things. | couldn’t understand any of it. | 
vomited out the water and sank to the ground, unconscious. lan 
later explained to me what happened while | was incapacitated. The 
water all over me sank into my skin and my clothes dried, my hair 
dried, everything dried. He said the bruise changed from deep purple, 
to lavender, to pink, and then it vanished entirely. After that, lan 
shook me awake and | smiled triumphantly. 

“| told it would work.” 

“True, but that doesn’t make you any less dumb for doing it.” 

“Whatever you say.” | pushed myself to my feet and grinned 
wider. “Now all we have to do is find the next Keeper.” 

lan and Silena both rolled their eyes at me and began to walk 
away. | noticed that we were ona small beach, encircled by trees. | 
figured we must be on some sort of island. Observations aside, | 
stayed put in the sand and stared at the water for a time before | 
heard the voice again. 

“lam Sousa, Keeper of the sense of flight. After all I’ve been told 
about you, I’m glad to finally make your acquaintance.” 

| looked over my shoulder at lan and Silena and, based on their 
shocked faces, knew they had also heard it. “Thank you,” | told Sousa. 

“Of course.” She made a strange sound that reminded me of a 
whale. “This is the Island Protuberance, a dangerous place to stay for 
long. There are dangers here that can only be avoided if you take to 
the sky. One of those dangers was the thing that grabbed you, Alaric. 
You’re lucky you have friends who can help you. My island is only safe 
for those who already have the sense of flight, something | have 
always regretted.” 


| nodded, though she couldn’t possibly see me. “Where are you?” 

“V’m under you. The Island of Protuberance is on my back, and 
we’re floating.” 

Well, | should have guessed that myself. “Clearly,” | muttered, 
becoming too used to seeing and hearing the weirdest things. | was 
almost indifferent to things like that these days. “Now you’re going 
to ask me the question, yeah?” 

Sousa laughed, a loud rumbling noise that shook the island. “| 
am, before some other nuisance shows up. Why do you want the 
sense of flight?” 

“| want the sense because it will allow me to feel free and to 
see everything from higher up. I’ll be able to get home much quicker 
than | will on my feet. Also, seeing as your island is super dangerous 
and stuff, | would be safer if | chose to stay here for a few days.” 

“What about your friend?” 

lan stepped forward. “| guess | want the sense of flight because 
it’s the only that | don’t have.” 

“I’m sorry, but | cannot give a sense to someone that only 
wants it to complete his collection. | will only grant the sense of 
flight to Alaric Folly.” 

| looked back at lan and saw the glare on his face. He opened 
his mouth to say something, but | spoke before he said anything he 
would later regret. “Thanks, but no thanks.” 

| took lan by the arm and led him to the edge of the beach 
where Silena was patiently waiting. None of us said anything until 
lan’s shock wore off. 

“That’s ridiculous! Who is she to decide whether | should get the 
sense or not?” 

“lan, that’s literally why she exists. She’s the Keeper of the 
sense, the only one who can give others the sense of flight. Of course 
it’s her right. | ought to know, being a Keeper myself,” Silena replied, 
sounding offended by lan’s outburst. 

“Well, | don’t care. She’s wrong.” 

“You’re acting like a brat.” 

| held up a hand before either of them could continue arguing. 
“Wrong or right, | don’t want the sense. If lan can’t have it, then 
neither can I. Besides, with Silena’s magic nearly gone, | would be the 
only one with sense anyway. It’s pointless. | would never use it.” 

“How else are you going to get back to Irth?” Silena asked. 

| shrugged. “The same way | got here.” 

My friends shook their heads. “Alaric, who cares what lan can or 


can’t get. You should have the sense of flight. You came to get the 
five senses, so get it and you'll only need one more.” 

“What if | don’t want it?” 

“Then you’re the only who’s wrong.” 

“Good. | can live with being wrong.” | turned away and spoke 
directly to Sousa. “Thank you for everything, but | don’t need the 
sense of flight. | wouldn’t use it anyway, and | think that a sense like 
that should be used. I’ll be able to find my way back without it.” 

“Then goodbye, Alaric, and good luck.” 

The whole island shifted to the side after the Keeper grew silent 
and the three of us shared a glance before tumbling off the Island of 
Protuberance. You might think she was cruel to do a thing like that, 
but it was simply the only way we could leave the island without 
dying. That sounds crazy, | know, but | swear that it’s the truth. 

| didn’t scream when | fell off the face of the earth. | refrained 
from thrashing and believing | could somehow prevent myself from 
falling. The only thing | did was sigh. After living in the lifelessness of 
Irth for over a decade and a half, nothing seemed more completely 
and absolutely absurd than falling off a whale who had an island on 
her back. Yet there | was, about to crash into a beautiful forest that 
changed colors and all! did was sigh. | suppose | didn’t have it in me 
to do much else. 

| was grateful that | didn’t really crash when we got close to 
the forest. My fall slowed enough that when | landed on the grass, it 
was as though | had only sat heavily upon a concrete ground. Silena 
and lan were beside me, standing up and staring wordlessly into the 
sky. | glanced up as well, but | did not see Sousa. Even when I’d been 
falling directly under her, | had not caught even the smallest glimpse 
of her or the island that rested on her back. 

| pushed myself to my feet and looked around at the trees that 
touched the sky. Their leaves were yellow, pink, green, and orange 
like a gradience of color or a sunset. The grass bent in the cooling 
breeze with yellow on the tips and green stalks. The whole forest was 
beautiful, and it was, no offense to Espen, way more gorgeous than 
his forest could ever dream of being. 

“That was completely your fault, Alaric!” lan yelled, storming 
right for me. 

| spun around and lifted a brow. “What are you even talking 
about?” 

“If you hadn’t given your pretty little speech, then | would have 
the sense flight right now! We wouldn’t have fallen a hundred feet 


from the sky because we could’ve flown! It’s because of you, and only 
you, that l’ll never get the sense of flight!” 

“lan, | was just saying what was true. | didn’t say that because | 
knew she would give me the sense if | sounded some way. | said it 
because those are the reasons | wanted the sense,” | said. 

“Well, maybe if you weren’t here, she would’ve given me the 
sense.” 

“Then | guess I’ll leave so you can get your precious sense of 
flight.” 

“What a fantastic idea.” 

| crossed my arms and glared at him. “I think Sousa was right. 
You don’t deserve the sense of flight. You wouldn’t know the first 
thing to do with it anyway. You don’t even deserve the senses you 
have.” 

lan put his hands on my chest and pushed me onto the ground. 
“You weren’t born with any senses, Alaric. You have no right to tell 
anyone what senses they do or do not deserve.” 

| pushed myself up on my elbows and watched lan turn away 
dramatically, like everything that had happened was my fault. 

Silena shook her head and sighed, helping me to my feet. “He’ll 
come to his senses soon enough. Let’s go,” she suggested. 

| nodded, a little hurt that lan blamed me for losing the sense of 
flight. “We need to go, lan. It’s getting dark.” | waited for a response 
that never came. 

Silena put her hand on my shoulder. “He’ll come.” 

| sighed and walked with her into the colorful forest. We said 
nothing to one another and scarcely breathed loud enough to be 
heard over the sounds of the enchanting forest. | ignored lan, and he 
ignored everything. Silena tried to strike up a conversation a few 
times, but neither me nor lan were in the mood for a friendly talk, so 
there continued to be silence between the three of us. 

As the moon began to rise and the sun sank behind the trees, 
my lack of sleep from the past couple days caught up with me. 
Forcing myself to stay awake when Silena was sick hadn’t been my 
smartest decision. Far from it, tn fact. 

When | stopped and sank to my knees, | half expected Silena to 
start scolding me for my idiocy, but she stayed quiet. lan didn’t utter 
anything either. Actually, neither of them seemed to notice at all 
that | was about to collapse from exhaustion. | watched as they both 
lay down in the woods and slept, wondering why we were all acting 
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like idiots. | closed my eyes and laid my head in the grass, glad to 
finally get some much-needed sleep. 
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“Alaric.” A short pause. “Alaric, get up.” 

| sat up on the forest ground and blinked away any remnants of 
sleep. | saw that Silena and lan were both awake already, waiting on 
me. | stood up and narrowed my eyes at them both. Neither of them 
started into the woods, so | took it upon myself to get things going 
again. | kept walking for a few paces before | paused, realizing that | 
was alone. lan and Silena were still standing behind me, watching me 
walk away and saying nothing. 

“What?” | asked as | stepped toward them again. 

“Alaric, I’m sorry about yesterday. | was being a bratty jerk,” lan 
said, looking humbler than the last time I’d seen him. 

“V’m sorry too. | Rnow it wasn’t really my fault, but you were 
right. It isn’t my place to tell people what they should and shouldn’t 
have.” 

“Yeah, well...” 

| shrugged. “What now?” 

Silena sighed. “| think | can help you, Alaric.” 

| furrowed my brows. “With what?” 

“lan told me what you said about the sixth sense and how it’s 
bothering you. How the sense of knowledge is bothering you. Well, | 
think if you let me heal your mind, then it will be better.” 

“What?” 

“| don’t think it will hurt very much. | won’t use a lot. | want to 
help you.” 

| turned to lan. “You agree with her?” 

He nodded. “It was my idea.” 

“And it’s the most brainless thing I’ve ever heard.” 

“It won’t be that bad,” Silena added. 

“You can’t seriously think I’m going to let you do that?” 

She took my hand. “Alaric, please. Let me help you.” 

“l’m sorry, but I’m not doing that again.” 

Without waiting for a response, | walked away from them and 
assumed they would follow me. Whether they followed me or not, | 
intended to keep walking because | didn’t want to sit around all day 
doing nothing. | mean, if there was something | could do toward 
getting the sense of taste or ending the sixth sense, | was going to 
do that thing. At that moment in time, it did not matter to me 


whether my friends came or not. 

“Wait, Alaric! Stop!” Silena called. 

She should have yelled sooner because | ran directly into 
something furry and hard. | groaned and took a step back, looking up 
at whatever it was | had run into. As my gaze traveled upward, my 
breath lodged in my throat. I’d run straight into the side of a deer, 
except this was not like any other deer | had ever seen. It wasn’t like 
any other animal | had seen, not even Espen. This deer was the height 
of a tall adult man plus another foot, and that wasn’t even counting 
his extensive antlers. His coat was a warm caramel color with white 
on his stomach and the front of his neck. As | briefly mentioned, his 
antlers were what really stole my breath. The bottom half of his right 
antler was covered with bright leaves and blossoming roses, there 
were even a couple peaches. The other half was covered with dahlias 
and vines and little white butterflies floated around the whole thing. 
On the left, the upper part of his antler had patches of snow anda 
few small icicles with a crow who perched proudly on a prong of the 
antler. Below the minuscule winter, there were bunches of green and 
purple grapes with vines which twisted all around. Each section 
clearly represented one of the seasons and, in my modest opinion, he 
was way cooler than Espen or Sousa. 

| took another respectful step back and couldn’t pull my eyes 
from the beauty of the Keeper of the sense of taste. Even as he spoke 
in a deep and controlled voice, | continued to stare. 

“Alaric Folly. The other Keepers have told me a lot about you. 
They were disappointed when you turned down the sense of flight,” 
he said, lowering himself to lie down. 

| broke out of my stupor and shrugged. “I’m sure you can 
understand why.” 

“Quite right.” He grew quiet for a moment, staring at me with 
the intensity of a predator hunting prey. Ironic considering the type 
of animal before me. Anyway, when he spoke again, he was deadly 
serious. “| must ask you a question, Alaric.” 

“| know. You want to know why | want the sense of taste.” 

“While that is true, it is not what | wish to ask you.” 

| raised a brow. “Then what are you going to ask?” 

The Keeper nodded toward Silena and lan, who had followed me 
but were still a few yards away. “| want to talk to you alone.” 

“why?” 

“| do not want you to lie because of them or to allow them to 
influence your answers. | require only the truth from you, and for 
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that to happen, it is better that we speak in private.” 

Nothing too horrible had happened when | left with Espen, and | 
figured doing the same with another Keeper would be just as safe. 
“V’ll come if you promise they’ll be safe.” 

He nodded. “| would have it no other way.” 

| walked with the creature, refraining myself from glancing back 
at my friends because | was afraid that a simple look from either of 
them might change my mind. Instead, | stared ahead and walked 
through the color changing forest with the Keeper of the sense of 
taste. This was the final sense before | would destroy the sixth sense, 
something which instilled a fear in my heart that | did not want to 
think about. My greatest worry was that whatever | chose to do 
would still be too little and the dreaded sense of killing would live on 
in too many people’s hearts. | would not kill the Keeper of the sixth 
sense, | had determined that ages ago, but | would do my best to 
eliminate it. | recalled what Mr. Higgins had said about the sense 
nearly being given to him involuntarily. The fact that | may not have 
a choice in the matter concerned me more than | cared to admit. 

After a long time of walking past suspiciously similar trees, the 
Keeper stopped and lowered himself to his haunches, keeping his head 
raised. | sat down in front of him with my legs crossed, anxiously 
anticipating whatever conversation he thought we needed to have. 

“My name is Toru. | am the Keeper of the sense of taste, though 
| believe you Rnew this already. Taste is the final sense you will 
receive before you take it upon yourself to end the nuisance sixth 
sense. Is that true?” he said. 

“Yep,” | answered. 

“Then | will ask you this: Do you understand what destroying 
the sense of killing means?” Toru asked. 

“| mean, | think it means | have to kill the Keeper because 
that’s supposedly the only way, yeah?” 

“Alaric, there is more than a single Keeper of the sixth sense. 
You must kill both Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. 
Omega, the male wolf, is the only one with the ability to give 
someone the sense. His sister, Alpha, lacks this ability. | don’t 
suppose you know how it ts they give you the sense?” | shook my 
head. “All Omega has to do is bite you and you will have the sense. 
One bite, and your life will never be the same.” 

“Then what about his sister? If he’s the only one who gives you 
the sense, then why is she even alive?” | questioned. 

“Some believe it ts Alpha who has the ability to take away the 


sense, but this has never been proven true. Not even us Keepers 
know whether it ts fact or myth. | choose to believe that there is 
some truth tn the story because there is one small silver of evidence. 
Omega, being a dead wolf, is the one who gives the sense. Alpha is 
alive, so it only makes sense that she can take the sense away.” 

“So... Why hasn’t she ever taken away the sense?” 

“Her brother would kill her if she did something like that, and | 
don’t think she would do it anyway. Alpha is equally as evil as her 
brother.” 

| hung my head and rubbed my face with both hands, letting my 
head rest in them. It made sense now why my professor had almost 
been forced to receive the sense if all it took was a bite. It would be 
a simple thing for Omega to pounce on his victim from behind and 
sink his teeth into their skin, which was precisely what troubled me. 

“Haven’t any of you Keepers tried to stop them?” 

“Never,” Toru sounded deeply offended. “That it is against our 
sacred oath as Keepers and instillers of the senses. We must never 
venture into another’s territory, and we must never harm another.” 

| sighed. “Can | ask you a question?” 

“You already have.” 

“| meant a different question.” 

“Always.” 

“Is tt even possible to do such a thing as destroying the sense of 
killing?” 

The deer lowered his head and met my eyes. “You must first 
understand that many people before you have attempted the thing 
you speak of, and all have returned with the bite or not at all. Alpha 
and Omega are dangerous, and they are unforgiving. They were the 
beginning of this story, and they may be the end of it, but there isa 
way. When you arrive at the Tree of Time, you will have the sixth 
sense at your deposal, Alaric. If you could convince Alpha to turn on 
her brother, you would be able to fight fire with fire.” 

| raised my head slowly and frowned, sickened that he would 
ask me to do something so awful. “No. | can’t do that. Would you kill 
your own flesh and blood because he would not let you do something 
that you didn’t even truly want to do?” 

“| would not, but what if she wants to?” 

| shook my head. “I cannot let that happen. | don’t want this to 
end in death. There has to be an easier way. A better way.” 

“If there were, | would happily suggest you do so, but there is 
none that | can see.” 
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“Then | will find another way that does not risk the safety of 
anyone, whether human or animal. | didn’t come here to kill or to see 
anyone get killed. | came here to stop that very thing from 
happening. Alpha and Omega will listen to reason.” 

“No, they will not! Others have tried the same approach and 
failed! If they feel threatened in any way, if they think for one 
fleeting moment that you’re going to hurt them, they will not 
hesitate. They will kill you!” 

“| won’t ask her to do that! If you understand why | refused the 
sense of flight, then you would have to be stupid not to understand 
why | will not ask her to murder her own brother! Why | will do 
everything in my power to prevent death before |! will ever consider 
sucha...a heinous thing.” 

“Then you can understand why | believe you’re wrong and why | 
cannot agree with you. That is the only way you might survive and 
return to Irth. | don’t believe that Omega will ever be made to listen 
to reason.” Toru inhaled a deep breath and exhaled through his nose. 
“If you, after you have spoken with your friends and when you get to 
the Tree of Time, you promise to ask Alpha, then | will understand. | 
will grant you the sense of taste if you promise to do that.” 

“What if she won’t do it?” 

“| will grant you the sense so long as you swear to me that you 
will at least ask her.” 

| nodded resignedly. “Fine. | swear to you that | will talk to 
Alpha only if she will listen. No matter her answer, you have to give 
me the sense after | talk to my friends. If | do not ask her, then it 
will be your right to take the sense away from me. That is our deal.” 

Toru nodded. “Yes, although | must first ask why you want the 
sense of taste.” 

“| want the sense of taste because | want to taste, despite my 
better judgment, my mother’s brunt toast. | want to put food in my 
mouth and savor its taste.” | took a breath. “I just want to go home 
with more than | had before.” 

“Then giving you the sense will an honor.” Toru rose to his full 
height, forcing me to stand as well so | could see his face. “! will take 
you to your companions now.” 

“| Rnow the way already.” 

“Il can trust that you will tell them everything | have told you?” 

“You have my word, Toru. | will tell them everything you told 
me as best | can. I’ll explain to them every detail and danger. Beyond 
that, | will speak with Alpha when we get there.” 


“Then | will wait for you here.” 

| turned away from the Keeper and walked away, easily 
remembering the path we’d taken due to its being a straight line. | 
passed the changing trees and grass that appeared to sway with or 
without a breeze. | passed a small puddle of the magical rainbow 
water, but | did not pause to really study anything. | passed strange 
flowers that blossomed, closed, and wilted in an infinite cycle 
without a second thought. | walked in a straight path, and | let my 
shoulders fall when | got near to my friends. 

“Alaric, did you get the sense?” lan asked, stepping forward 
when | didn’t move closer. 

| shook my head. “Nope. | need to talk to both of you.” 

Silena offered me a little smile. “What about?” 

“The sixth sense.” 

“Oa 

“You know that the only way to eliminate the sense of killing is 
to kill the Keeper. You know how | feel about this, and you know that 
| cannot possibly do something like that, even if it is the only way,” | 
said. 

“Yeah. We know. Are you going somewhere with this?” 

| continued. “Well, there are some things neither of you know.” | 
paused for a moment, letting that sink in. When | spoke again, my 
voice was soft. “There are two Keepers of the sixth sense. Their 
names are Alpha and Omega, and they are brother and sister wolves, 
one dead and one alive. Omega is the only one who can give someone 
the sense because, being dead, he is more indifferent to everything 
around him. His sister, theoretically, has the power to take away the 
sense of killing even after Omega bites them.” 

“Right. So we kill Omega before he bites anyone, then kill his 
sister, yeah?” lan asked. 

| shook my head. “No. It isn’t that simple. For starters, Omega is 
already dead so killing him can’t possibly be easy to do. However, 
Toru, the Keeper of taste who can’t use contractions, told me 
something he has not told anyone else. He believes Alpha can take 
away a person’s sixth sense, but she hasn’t ever done it because of 
her brother. Omega wouldn’t want something like that to happen. 
Toru wants me to speak with Alpha and see if she is willing to kill her 
brother so that she can take away people’s senses. And if she is the 
one to kill htm, with her ability of reversing the bite, he believes the 
sixth sense will cease to exist.” 

Silena frowned. “| understand that’s what he believes, but what 
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do you believe?” 

“That there must be another way that does not involve the 
death of anyone. | can’t let that happen. | came here to destroy the 
sense, not to destroy the Keepers who grant it. It isn’t in me to 
convince someone to murder so that | gain from their death. | won’t 
let Alpha do that to her brother, whether she wants to or not.” 

She stared into my eyes. “What if it’s the only way?” 

“It can’t be! | came to talk to you both because | need to hear 
that death is not the only way!” | pushed my fingers through my hair. 
“Please, give me another choice. Any other choice.” 

lan sighed. “Alaric—” 

“| can’t hear you say that it’s the only way, lan. Don’t, please.” 

“It’s not the only way. Alpha doesn’t have to be the one to kill 
her brother. Silena can do it.” 

“What?” 

Silena pursed her lips. “I have the sense of killing...” 

“| would kill Omega before | ever let you do that. You’re both 
completely crazy if you honestly believe that will work.” 

“You’re right. It was a stupid idea.” lan met my desperate gaze. 
“Alaric, | know you don’t want to hear this right now, but | think 
Toru is right. | think the only way to permanently end the sense of 
killing ts to get Alpha to kill her brother. If she does it, she’ll take 
away his sense of killing, and then it won’t exist to ever be given 
again. She can take away everyone’s sixth sense and things won’t 
have to be so hard and so dangerous anymore. Isn’t that the reason 
you came here in the first place? To make Irth better? To change 
everything, Alaric. This is how you can do that.” 

| closed my eyes and hung my head. “I know, but | can’t let it 
happen that way.” 

Silena put her hand on my arm. “You’ll do whatever you need to 
do, Alaric, and that’s okay.” 

| forced a pathetic smile and walked away from them, back to 
the Keeper of the sense of taste. | found Toru exactly where I’d left 
him. He was lying with his legs folded underneath him, his head 
raised to watch me. 

| stood in front of him and frowned. “They agree that death is 
the only way.” 

“Why ts that?” 

| turned away from him. “They both want the sixth sense to be 
gone as much as | do, but they aren’t the ones who set out to make 
that a reality. | did, and | understand that killing something, being 
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the reason something is killed, will not be as easy as everyone is 
making it out to be. | don’t think I'll really be able to do sucha 
hideous thing.” | turned back to Toru and met his dark gaze. “| know 
that you’re probably right, and that terrifies me.” 

The Keeper nodded. “Then you are not so much a fool as | 
might’ve thought.” He tilted his head toward me, startling the crow 
which perched contentedly atop his antlers. “Take a single grape and 
eat it. A promise is a sacred thing, and | will not be the one to break 
its trust.” 

| reached up and plucked a single grape from the viny antler, but 
| did not immediately put it in my mouth. “It’s really that simple?” 

Toru smiled. “As simple as eating a grape.” 

| put the grape in my mouth and ate it. Well, | put the grape in 
my mouth and tasted it. After sixteen years without any clue as to 
how good food was, | was finally able eat something and taste its 
sweetness sourness. | tasted the juice that squirted tn my mouth, 
and it was delicious. 

“Thanks, Toru. Thank you for the sense, obviously, but also for 
your advice and your insight. You’ve been a ton of help, and for that | 
am extremely grateful.” 

“You are welcome, Alaric Folly, though there is one more thing 
that comes to mind.” The deer stood and stared into the foliage 
behind him. “To reach the Tree of Time where Alpha and Omega dwell, 
you must find the center of this forest. You will know when you have 
reached the tree because it will be both day and night. It ts half 
shaded by darkness, half shining in brilliance. Walk in a straight line 
and you will inevitably find yourself there in three days’ time.” Toru 
turned to look at me and bowed his head respectfully. “| hope to see 
you return to Irth alive, Alaric. Be safe.” 
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| lay awake in Toru’s forest, watching the clouds drift by too 
quickly. | watched the trees change colors and the grass shift shades. 
| watched Silena roll over tn her sleep, thinking again that she was 
beautiful. | noticed that the tree trunks never seemed to be one 
color, but always brown, gray, and every shade in between. | sat up 
and saw lan pacing from tree to tree, muttering to himself about 
things | couldn’t hear. 

| went over to him and stepped in front of his incessant pacing 
path. “What’s up?” 

lan glanced up at me. “What are you doing awake?” 
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“I’m talking to you.” 

He rolled his eyes. “It’s the sixth sense. We have two more days 
and then we’ll be there. | know it’s really your choice, but you’ll still 
need to make a decision. Either kill him yourself or get Alpha to do it 
for you.” 

| bit my lip. “lan, I’m going to kill Omega myself. Neither of you 
should have to be any part of this. I’m sorry | dragged you into this, 
sorrier than | can say, and | need to be sure that neither of you will 
get hurt.” 

“Alaric, no. You can’t seriously think we’re going to let you do 
that alone. We can help you.” 

“You can’t help anymore than you already have, lan. No one 
should have to do it, but if it really must be done, then | will be the 
one to do it.” 

“Sitlena and | can help.” 

| put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m not going to risk one of you 
getting hurt. This is nonnegotiable.” 

“We don’t want to see you get hurt! | know Silena won’t let you 
do this, Alaric. Please, don’t. Let us help you.” 

“| can’t do that. There is nothing you could do to help me 
further except to promise you'll keep Silena safe. I’m sorry, lan.” 

“We'll find another solution, like you wanted to.” 

“| don’t think there is one. This is the only way, and | will do it 
alone. You can’t interfere. Promise me. Please.” 

lan shrugged my hand away and sighed. “| won’t promise 
anything that will endanger any of us.” 

“Then | hope you can forgive me.” 

| walked away from him with a heavy heart and lay beside 
Silena with closed eyes, trying desperately to occupy my mind with 
any other solution, but | could think of nothing. There was only one 
way, and there had only ever been one way. This was the reason I’d 
been so... melodramatic after | got the sense of knowledge. | had 
realized that it would come to death, and | dreaded it more than 
anything. | didn’t want to be close to the Tree of Time if it meant | 
would have to kill Omega, yet that was the place | was going toward. 
Why? | was going to do it because | had promised that | would 
destroy the sixth sense from being given again, and that was what | 
had to do. | wouldn’t walk away when | was this close. Perhaps no 
one else would blame me for failing, but | would eternally blame 
myself. 

| shook my head to clear it and rose to my feet, wandering a 


distance from my friends. | could hardly see lan asleep against a tree 
and Silena on the ground when | found a tree to lean moodily against. 
To be honest, | could hardly see anything tn the darkness, including 
my own hand in front of my face. 

“Alaric.” 

| spun around and nearly fell in my haste, but | relaxed when | 
realized it was only Toru. “Oh, tt’s you.” 

“You sound disappointed.” 

“V’m not, but...” | blew out a breath. “I’m worried and | needed 
a moment to sort everything out. | thought | might be able to come 
up with a solution that isn’t so awful, but | don’t think it’s possible.” 

Toru nodded. “You want to do it alone?” 

“Yeah. It makes the most sense.” 

“Sense. Does that word not drive you crazy by now? After 
hearing it so many times and receiving four different versions of the 
word?” 

“Toru, please. If you’re only here to lecture me about sense, then 
| will thank you to please leave.” | turned back to Silena and lan. “1 
don’t think that’s why you’re here though.” 

“So the sense of knowledge had some effect after all.” He sighed 
when | didn’t return his smile. “Alaric, | know you are anxious and 
frustrated, maybe a little exhausted as well, but | know that you will 
never succeed alone. Alpha and Omega act as one and if you do not 
do the same, none of you will return home. You must at least let 
them go with you and you must not forget your promise to me.” 

“You already told me that stuff.” 

“Yes, |am giving you a final warning.” 

“Final? We’ve still got two days... Don’t we?” 

The Keeper nodded toward where my friends slept. “No, Alaric. 
Not anymore. Watch.” 

| looked at lan and Silena, straining to see through the dark veil 
of night. Silena hadn’t moved again, and lan was sound asleep. | saw 
nothing that | shouldn’t have seen, and | began to look back at Toru. 
That was the moment | noticed them. There was a swift movement 
in the darkness, the brief crumble of leaves underfoot. 

“Alpha and Omega,” | breathed. 

“Yep. I’m here to take you to the Tree of Time before they drag 
you there themselves.” Toru sank low enough for me to climb on, 
which | did not. “Are you going to come or not?” 

“Only with Silena and lan. I’ll go get them.” | started toward my 
friends. 
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“| thought you wanted do it alone?” 

“| do, but they’re coming with me.” 

Toru cocked his head. “If you say so.” 

| turned on my heel and went to Silena and lan, obsessively 
glancing in each direction for the wolves. They never came and | 
never saw them, but | was on edge nonetheless. 

“lan, Silena, come on. We’ve got to go,” | said as | shook each of 
them awake. 

Silena sat up and yawned. “Why? Where are we going?” 

| urged them to follow me. “Alpha and Omega are too close. 
They’re watching us and it tsn’t safe. Toru is going to take us to the 
Tree of Time on his back. We’ll be safer that way and it won’t take 
nearly as long to get there.” 

Silena took my hand as we walked to get my attention. “What 
are we going to do?” 

| turned away from her, afraid | might give something away 
with whatever expression | wore. “I can’t tell you that, Silena. I’m 
sorry. I’m going to do what | think | need to do, like you said, but | 
need to do it alone. Please, promise me you’ll stay safe.” 

She furrowed her brows and stopped at Toru’s side. “What are 
you talking about, Alaric? Why do you have to do it alone?” 

“Silena, promise you’ll try to stay safe. Please.” 

“Yes, ’ll try. What are you going to do?” 

| lowered my eyes. “If | tell you, you’ll find a way to talk me out 
of it and | can’t let that happen. | hope you’ll forgive me.” 

She sighed and climbed behind lan on the deer’s back, forcing 
me to climb in the back and wrap my arms around her waist to keep 
myself on. | didn’t mind terribly, but it was certainly awkward as 
Toru pranced quicker than | would’ve thought possible. | think we all 
had trouble hanging on. 

None of us said anything as the sun began to rise. | wondered 
what the Tree of Time might look like if both the moon and sun were 
visible simultaneously. | thought it would be strange, like most of the 
things | had seen sense leaving Irth, but | tmagined it would likely be 
beautiful as well. Although, what | was picturing in my head couldn’t 
possibly be what it really looked like. 

When we arrived at the tree, | realized that compared to the 
real thing, my tmagination was much more realistic. | thought | 
would a normal tree with the sun and moon hovering above it on 
either side, but that was not at all what | saw as | slid from Toru’s 
back. What | saw was definitely a tree, albeit one that looked like it 
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had been cut in half and glued back together after buckets of 
different colored paint were thrown on the leaves. The right side was 
orange and yellow and red and warm. The sun shone farther to the 
right, painting a sunset in the sky. On the left, the leaves of the tree 
were dark green and blue and black. The branches grew jaggedly and 
stuck out at odd angles. The moon hovered to the left and cast that 
side of the sky in darkness and glittering stars. The Tree of Time was 
more like a fantasy than any other thing I’d thus far laid eyes on. 

“Where are Alpha and Omega?” Silena whispered to break the 
thickening silence. “And where’s Toru?” 

| glanced around and noticed that neither the wolves nor the 
deer were anywhere to be seen. Toru wasn’t walking away behind us 
or anything. | thought back to when Espen had vanished and realized 
the deer must have done something similar. | voiced none of this to 
the others, afraid | might say something to disturb the perfect quiet. 

As | took cautious steps toward the tree, gesturing for lan and 
Silena to leave, | stared hard at both the day and night sides, willing 
Alpha and Omega to appear. Understandably, such a thing was 
entirely crazy and absurd. The Keepers appeared of their own will. 

Alpha’s sleek black cost seemed to glisten from the sun that 
shone on her. Her piercing yellow eyes were steely and didn’t appear 
to have any emotion in them. As she got nearer, | noticed that she 
stood almost as tall as me. She studied me with an unwavering gaze, 
one that | met just as coldly. Omega came to stand beside her and 
his eyes quite literally devoid of emotion due to them not existing. 
Where his eyes should have been, there were instead empty sockets. 
The rest of his body was skinless and made of bones so white they 
seemed to glow in the moon’s light. | couldn’t stand to keep looking 
at him, so | took a pace back and met Alpha’s eyes as her brother 
spoke in a deep, hoarse voice. 

“We were beginning to think you would never come, Alaric Folly. 
The other Keepers speak fondly of you. They appraise your courage 
and hope to see you succeed.” 

“What is it that you hope?” | asked, returning his siter’s glare. 

Omega snarled. “I only hope you’ll accept the sense of killing. | 
might be kind enough to let you return to your precious Irth.” The 
Keepers loomed nearer to me with every word, but for each step they 


took, | took another step back. “I’ll even let your friends go. You’re 
the only one who deserves the sixth sense, Alaric.” 
“Why?” 


“You’re the only one who’s seen death, who came here for the 


reason of death. You understand the instinct to kill better than most, 
even better than those who have the sense. You’re the only one has 
witnessed the death of one condemned by the sense.” 

Alpha got close to me and sat down, her head level with my 
neck. “You, Alaric, are the only one who wants something from me.” 

Omega pushed her out of his way and sat before me. “Why do 
you want the sense of killing?” 

| glanced over my shoulder to be sure lan and Silena were out of 
sight before answering. “| don’t want the sense, Omega. | want to 
speak with your sister alone. When we’re finished speaking, whatever 
happens next will be entirely up to her.” 

He snarled but backed away with a glance at his sister. Alpha 
walked in circles around me before taking her former place. “What do 
you want if not the sense of killing?” 

“| want to talk to you about something. Toru told me that you 
can take away the sense of killing. Is that true?” 

“It is true, and | have often thought of killing my brother to end 
the sense for good.” 

Wow. She certainly didn’t mince words. “Well, | think there’s 
another way to end the sixth sense, if that’s what you want.” 

Alpha raised a brow. “And what is this other way?” 

“First, do you take the sense the same way your brother gives 
it?” | asked. 

“With a bite, yes.” 

“Then wouldn’t it be easier if you just bit Omega and took away 
his ability to give the sense to others? There would be no death that 
way.” 

“Alaric, | admire your courage and your desire to make things 
better for everyone, but it is not always that easy. | can’t just bite 
Omega. He’s much harder than you think. Also, even if | could 
effectively bite him, it would not be the same. The magic of the 
Keepers does not go away with a bite. In people, it’s different because 
they weren’t made that way. They were given their senses at birth. 
We Keepers were created with the magic inside our bodies, our blood 
and our hearts, and it does not leave so easily. Even your companion, 
Silena, has not lost all her magic because then she would cease to be 
the Keeper of the sense of feeling. The only way to dispel Omega’s 
ability to instill the sense of killing is to kill him.” 

| sighed and swiped my hands down my face, letting my 
shoulders fall despairingly. “That can’t be the only way. Everyone 
keeps telling me that. | have to kill Omega. | have to get you to kill 
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him. I’m surprised no one has asked me to kill both of you yet. | 
mean, that would certainly solve a lot of my problems. | wouldn’t 
even need to talk to you if | was going to kill you, but I’m not going 
to do that. | still think there’s some other way. | could talk to Omega 
and maybe | can convince him to leave and there wouldn’t be the 
issue of the sense of killing anymore.” 

“Omega is not someone who can be reasoned with, Alaric. | can 
kill him, but you won’t be able to change his mind.” 

“| can at least try! | won’t accept that this must end with 
someone’s death! That’s just... That’s giving up, and I’m not going 
to let that happen.” | turned away from her. “I don’t care what you 
think about it, I’m talking to Omega even if he kills me. Besides, if | 
die, then none of this will be my problem anymore.” 

“Do whatever you want, Alaric, but | won’t stop him from 
hurting you,” Alpha said as | walked away. 

“Good.” 

| went back to the tree and found Omega curled up at its roots. 
It was a strange sight indeed to see a wolf made entirely of bones 
curled up. There wasn’t anything that connected his bones, so it 
seemed like his bones floated there and it was weird. | was unsettled 
by the whole scene. Truthfully, | was unsettled by this entire 
situation. 

| waited until he was on his feet before | said anything. “Omega, 
| don’t want the sense of killing. | want to destroy the sense of 
killing, but | want that to be feasible without your death. | think if 
you’re willing to leave, then we won’t have this issue. You don’t have 
to give anyone the sense of killing.” 

He grinned creepily at me. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going 
anywhere. You either kill me, or | might have to kill you.” He rose up 
and placed his claws against my chest. “Do it, Alaric. Kill me.” 

“I’m not going to kill you, Omega. I’m not going to kill anyone.” 
| took a deep breath and pushed the bony claws from my chest. 
“There’s another way.” 

He laughed. “One aside from my leave?” 

“You could ask the other Keepers to—” 

“To what? To kill me? The other Keepers would kill me without a 
second thought.” He pounced on me, Rnocking me to the ground and 
pushing my breath from my lungs. “But if | give you the sixth sense, 
then they wouldn’t listen to you anymore. They would think you 
were dangerous, and you would never see them again. It doesn’t 
matter what they do to me, so long as | crush their only hope. You.” 
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| struggled to pull in a breath, and when | did, | spoke. “All right. 
If that’s what you want, if you truly want my death, then do it.” 

| felt the wolf run his claws down my arm and | winced. “| want 
to give you the sixth sense because that’s what you came here to 
destroy and because it would please me to see you under its 
influence. Those things aside, you came here for five senses, and ll 
only be giving you your fifth. I’ll be doing you a service, Alaric. Really, 
you should be thanking me.” Omega lowered his head and opened his 
jaws around my arm. “All things considered; | suppose | could do 
without your thanks.” 

| shoved the bony wolf off my chest and rolled away, stumbling 
to my feet. | ran behind the tree and peered around its massive trunk 
to see the Keeper stalking nearer to me as though this were a game 
of hide and seek. 

“Omega, please. | don’t want you to die. Leave this place, go far 
away from Irth, and everything will be so much better. Please,” | 
called. 

“| thought we went over this already.” 

“It doesn’t have to be this way. Please, listen. You can still live 
here if you, | don’t know, return your magic or something. Give your 
magic to the other Keepers and they’ll keep it safe. That way you can 
still live here with your sister. Isn’t that what you want?” 

“No, it’s what you want me to want.” Omega jumped onto my 
back, pushing me into the grass by the Tree of Time. His claws sank 
into my back as he put all his weight into keeping me immobile. “One 
bite, and your life will never be the same.” 

| struggled beneath him and cringed when he rested his teeth on 
my arm. “Please, Omega. Don’t do this.” 

He raised his head enough that when he spoke, his teeth didn’t 
damage my skin. “The Keepers were wrong about you. You are a fool 
and you’re weak. You don’t deserve the sense of killing.” He got close 
to my ear. “So I’m going to kill you instead.” 

He ripped his claws from my back, and | gasped, but | resisted 
the urge to scream for the benefit of my friends, wherever they were. 
| had been a fool to think | could do this on my own. | was about to 
die because of my oversight. Silena and lan could have helped me get 
away. They could have said things that were better than anything | 
had thought of. Both of them were better people than | was, and | 
should have been glad they weren’t here to see what was happening. 
Instead, | was selfishly wishing that they were by my side, about to 
suffer the same fate. | squeezed my eyes and breathed an apology to 


each of them as Omega’s teeth went around my throat. 

| was ready for him to end my life, but the moment | felt his 
teeth touch my skin, Alpha howled and pounced on top of her 
brother, knocking him off my back. | released the breath I’d been 
holding and ignored the searing sting across my back as | rose to my 
feet to watch the Keepers. Alpha stood behind the tree to the right, 
where the sun shone on her dark fur. Omega stood in the darkness, 
where his empty eyes seemed to be infinitely deep. 

Omega snarled. “What did he say to you that you would 
actually listen? Have you forgotten what we’re the Keepers of? It is 
my sworn duty to give those who come the sense of killing!” 

“It ts my sworn duty to take that sense away whenever | see 
fit. He said nothing that | did not already know. I’m tired of listening 
to you talk about the sense as though it is something that breathes. 
I’m sick of watching you force the sixth sense into those who reject 
it. You’ve already broken your oath, so | will feel no guilt in killing 
you.” 

Omega walked in circles around his sister. “What makes you 
think | won’t kill you as well?” 

“Go ahead and try, brother.” 

Alpha tackled her brother and they rolled against the trunk of 
the tree. Alpha lunged at Omega as they pulled apart, her fangs 
bared. She sank her teeth into his bony neck, but he swiped her side 
with his claws. They pulled apart and she leapt again, this time 
targeting his exposed ribcage. Again, her teeth sank into him, 
snapping a few ribs this time. With every bite, she was diminishing 
his magic, and she would eventually kill him. | realized, as | watched 
with growing horror, that this fight had been inevitable. It was 
always going to happen at some point, | had just pushed them over 
the edge. | was the cause of this, and that broke my heart. | didn’t 
want to be responsible for Omega’s death. 

As they continued to fight one another, Alpha dodged her 
brother’s claws while Omega’s attacks grew more erratic. He was 
losing, and he knew it. Alpha jumped on top of him and crushed 
several of his vertebrae. He cried out as he collapsed, unable to lift 
himself from the ground. Alpha, limping, climbed off Omega and 
sneered at him as she lowered her head to his neck. | grimaced and 
ran toward the wolves, throwing myself between Alpha and Omega. | 
would not stand there and watch someone’s death before my eyes. | 
had already seen the sixth sense take one man’s life and | would not 
watch it take another’s, despite my protesting back. 


| held my hands up and met Alpha’s eyes. “Alpha, please. Omega 
can leave. You don’t have to kill him. Please,” | begged. 

She turned her scowl on me. “It is in your best interest to move, 
or | might kill you as well.” 

| put a hand on Omega’s smooth bones. “No. | won’t move. This 
is the other way that does not end with death. Exile your brother 
from the Tree of Time, from Irth, from any of the Keepers’ domains 
and he will be harmless.” | lowered my free hand and gestured to the 
broken animal behind me, though | could see the magic was already 
working to fix his bones. “If he returns, then you can kill him.” 

Alpha didn’t like my compromise to death. She growled at me, 
grabbed my arm in her mouth, and tossed me away from her brother. 
“Go home, Alaric. This does not concern you anymore.” 

| pushed myself to my feet, holding my arm close to my chest 
and hunching over. “It does concern me.” | stepped in front of Omega 
again. Probably a terrible idea that would end with both our deaths, 
but an idea, nonetheless. “You need to give him a chance. Please.” 

This time, she put her paws on my chest and pushed me to the 
ground underneath her. “If he does not agree to leave, | will kill him 
and then | will kill you.” 

| nodded and released a breath when she let me up, my back on 
fire and my arm smeared with red. | went to Omega’s side and Rnelt 
beside him, careful to stay a good distance from his fangs. “Omega, 
will you listen to me?” 

He tilted his head to see me. “I will if you answer my question.” 

“What is it?” 

“Why did you protect me?” 

lt was a good question, one | was not certain | had an answer 
for. “Look, | don’t want to see anyone die. | don’t care if you grant 
the sense of killing, | don’t care if you take it away. It isn’t in me to 
stand and watch while Alpha kills you. | never wanted you to die, and 
| don’t want you to die even now. What | want is for you to leave 
this place, go far away, and never come back.” | sat up straighter to 
try and ease the pain in my back. “You’re dying, Omega. If you stay 
here, she’s going to kill you no matter what | do. Please, just leave 
for your own safety.” 

| was pretty sure that if he had eyes, he would have narrowed 
them. “You speak truthfully. You realize tf | choose to stay, Alpha will 
kill you as well.” 

“Yep. I’m well aware.” 

“This doesn’t seem to concern you.” 
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| shrugged, wincing. “If | die, it will make my life a lot simpler, 
but | wouldn’t want to die knowing that you died also. Especially 
because you would have done it for tdiotic reasons.” 

Omega pushed himself to his feet and, to my stunned surprise, 
lowered himself into a deferential bow. As he unbent from the 
gesture, he looked down at me. “Alaric Folly, you’re a strange young 
man. You’re unlike anyone else who has come with the same 
intentions. The others were... foolish.” 

| interrupted before he could finish his speech. “I thought you 
said | was foolish?” 

“Yes, | did say that. I’ve changed my mind about you. You’re not 
foolish, you’re an absolute moron.” 

“Thanks,” | mumbled. 

“You were stupid to protect me from my sister, and you are 
stupid to ask me to leave. You were an idiot to come here thinking 
you could end the sense of killing when so many before you have 
attempted the very same thing and failed miserably. | killed most of 
them, some | allowed to leave with their lives intact, but with the 
sense thriving inside their hearts.” 

| crossed my legs and leaned my shoulder against the tree, 
waves of fatigue and pain washing over me as my adrenaline melted 
away. “Omega, it would be really great if you could get to the point.” 

He sighed. “My point is that | respect you. You never once tried 
to kill me, perhaps because you knew it was futile or perhaps 
because of your moral beliefs. Either way, asking me to leave is 
something no one has ever done before. If it were anyone else, my 
answer would be no, and my answer had been no to you only minutes 
ago.” 

“But .. .?” | asked. 

“You protected me when no one else would have. You believed 
that | would listen to you, and that is what ultimately changed my 
mind about you.” He turned away from me. “I will respect your 
request and leave your world, never to return and never to give the 
sense of killing. Goodbye, Alaric Folly.” 

With that, Omega walked away from the Tree of Time and 
began to vanish. | don’t mean he vanished from my line of sight; | 
mean he actually started to disappear. As | halfheartedly watched, 
his bones grew lighter and lighter until they became transparent and 
the Keeper evaporated, so to speak. 

Still cradling my arm, | stood up and went to stand beside 
Alpha. | half expected her to bite my head off, but she glanced at me 


and frowned instead. “| apologize for wounding you, but you were 
being infuriatingly stubborn.” 

| smiled tiredly. “It’s all right. They’ll heal,” | said as | leaned 
against her back for support. 

“| think I’d better take you to your friends.” 

“Are you concerned for me, Alpha? After giving me the worst of 
my injuries?” 

“Please, don’t be ridiculous.” She lowered herself to the ground. 
“Get on my back, Alaric.” 

| sat on her back wrapped my arms around her neck, allowing 
myself to slump against her soft fur and slip into unconsciousness. 
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When | opened my eyes, the hot pain rushed back at once and | 
gasped as | sat up, arching my back and clutching my bleeding arm. 
The first thing | noted was that we were no longer at the Tree of 
Time. We were somewhere | recognized as the Melting Television. 
Silena and lan were on either side of me, and when they saw that | 
was awake, they both flung their arms around me. 

| cringed and pushed them away. “Ow.” 

lan grinned. “Sorry, Alaric.” 

Silena stayed beside me, and | noticed that she looked like she 
had been crying. “Alpha wants to talk to you,” she said. 

lan helped me to my feet, and | went to stand before the black 
wolf, keeping my arm tight against my body. | didn’t think it was 
doing anything for me, but | felt better for doing it. Alpha winced 
when she saw me, and | knew | must have looked a mess. Bloody and 
disheveled, not to mention deadly tired. | doubted if | were to miss a 
week of sleep that | would be as exhausted and rundown as | was 
then. 

The Keeper offered a small smile. “How are you?” 

“Tired,” | answered. 

She nodded stiffly. “Alaric, forgive me for hurting you. | wasn’t 
in my right mind when | did that, and | apologize.” 

“Of course.” 

“| wanted to tell you that what you did was something | never 
would have thought of. My first instinct was always to kill Omega, 
despite his being my brother, and | thank you that you found another 
option. You were never discouraged by the fear of dying, and death is 
not a thing which most people can overcome.” Alpha bowed as her 
brother had. “Thank you.” 


| motioned for her to rise. “Anytime.” 

She waved a paw toward my arm. “You know how to get that 
fixed?” 

| glanced toward the rainbow sludge. “With that magical 
rainbow stuff, yeah?” 

“| thought you knew Silena’s magic was temporary?” 

“Yeah but doesn’t the rainbow liquid still heal things?” 

“It does, but it won’t last. | can heal it for you.” 

That did not sound like something | wanted any part of. “How?” 

“By licking it.” 

| scowled. “That’s disgusting.” 

“Perhaps, but it is also effective.” 

“That mean’s | have to let you lick my back...” 

"Yep." 

| sighed. “All right.” 

| held out my arm to her and she licked the injury. It felt weird 
and sandpapery. | watched as she licked away the red and the teeth 
marks began to close themselves. It was way better than letting 
Silena do it because Alpha’s method was entirely painless, something 
| was very grateful for. | had felt enough pain to last a lifetime. | 
crouched down so she could heal the claw marks on my back, and 
when she finished, | stayed on my Rnees and wrapped my arms 
around her neck in a grateful hug. She smelled, strangely, of grass 
and peaches. 

“Thank you, Alpha. Thank you for everything,” | whispered. 

She seemed to relax in my embrace for a moment, then she 
pulled away and began to leave as Omega had. Her fur turned gray, 
then white, then clear, and then she was gone altogether. | turned 
away and went back to my friends, this time more than happy to 
accept their hugs. When we pulled apart, the three of us were 
smiling. 

“You were dumb to do it alone and it was foolish, but | know 
why you wanted to do it without us.” lan patted my shoulder. “I’m 
glad you’re here, Alaric.” 

Silena smiled at me. “Can | talk to you alone?” 

| furrowed my brows but let her lead me a good distance from 
lan. Her eyes were bright orange and there were more flowers in her 
hair than | recalled. | figured she had let the rainbow magic restore 
whatever magic she’d lost. 

“What is it?” | asked. 

“Alaric, Alpha took away some of the magic inside me. | don’t 


have the sixth sense anymore. While you were... incapacitated... 
she took the sense away from everyone in Irth. You should go home 
and see it. You won’t even recognize your house anymore,” she said. 

| must have been asleep for quite some time. “That’s awesome, 
but it isn’t what you really wanted to say.” 

“No.” She looked up at me. “When you asked me to stay safe, 
you weren’t thinking of yourself at all. You only wanted me to be 
okay, and lan to be okay. Alaric, | really thought you were going to 
die when lan pulled me away and we left you there.” 

| waved her concern away. “Nonsense.” 

“| didn’t want you to get hurt. |—” 

“Silena, | know.” | leaned closer and kissed her. “Let’s go home.” 
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